
The London and South East Working Group of TCPA
Policy Council members was set up in December
2015 with the purpose of preparing for the election
of a new Mayor of London in May 2016 and for the
review of the London Plan which would follow. 
The Group was aware that in the Mayoral election
debates candidates rightly focused attention on how
London is to meet the challenges of growth and
how a Mayor could use the Mayoral strategic
planning powers. The new Mayor, Sadiq Khan, will
now review the 2015 London Plan published by his
predecessor, Boris Johnson; and Greater London
Authority planners have already undertaken
considerable research on development options,
including work based on the spatial scenarios in 
the 2050 Infrastructure Plan1 and supporting
documents.

The TCPA’s own commissioned research on
household projections by Neil McDonald and
Christine Whitehead has set out the numerical
challenge to be faced.2 The previous Mayor
commissioned a series of research projects in
relation to the application and possible revision of
the current London Plan policy on residential
density, which is based on the principle of
sustainable residential quality (SRQ). These are 
likely to be published in the near future. Much of
the debate in the run-up to the Mayoral election
focused on two specific issues: whether there
should be any development within the Green Belt;
and whether London’s housing shortage can be
resolved primarily through the redevelopment and
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intensification of existing council estates, now
perceived by the Government to be brownfield sites
suitable for redevelopment. The TCPA Working
Group considers that it is important that the focus
of the debate is widened.

The TCPA has long held the view that the future
of London needs to be considered within the
context of the wider London metropolitan region.
This view was expressed forcibly on the TCPA’s
behalf by its late TCPA President, Sir Peter Hall, 
and the TCPA has continued to advocate this wider
strategic perspective in its contributions to the
reviews of the London Plan since the first such 
Plan was produced in 2004. In the 2014 Further
Alterations to the London Plan Examination in 
Public the Inspector rightly held that the Mayor
needed to establish an effective method of
engaging in discussions on the planning of the
metropolitan region with the planning authorities
within the travel-to-work area centred on London –
the functional urban region now termed the Wider
South East.

Suggested approach to identifying and

assessing options

The starting point for such an approach to strategic
planning should be a region-wide evidence base
encompassing an assessment of the requirements
for development for each key land use across the
region, possibly including a lower-growth scenario;
and an assessment of development capacity, on a
consistent basis to ensure that development
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capacity is most effectively used. The evidence base
should include an assessment of whether recent
development activity has been appropriate in both
quantitative and qualitative terms.

The identification of potential locations for
residential and employment growth must include an
assessment within an overall spatial framework of
individual locations against a full range of economic,
environmental and social sustainability criteria. This
balanced approach is crucial, as justification for
specific policy positions is often drawn from a single
perspective – for example the justification for Green
Belt protection relies on giving preference to an
environmentalist perspective, whereas the
justification for concentrating new development in
Central London rather than adopting a more
polycentric approach is often premised on an
economic perspective.

The TCPA Working Group’s view is that there is no
single solution to responding to the challenges of
London’s growth and that a balanced approach will
involve components of different options, and not
overdependence on a single option. Options currently
under consideration include the continuation of
hyper-dense development in Central London and in
Opportunity Areas which are primarily on the fringe
of the Central Activities Zone; densification of town
centres; residential densification of existing council
estates; suburban residential intensification; urban
extensions to London; intensification of/urban
extensions to Home Counties towns; major new
settlements within the Metropolitan Green Belt;

major new settlements beyond the Green Belt;
expansion of towns at the edge of the metropolitan
region; and residential dispersal to other parts of the
UK, with or without employment capacity.

The TCPA Working Group recognises that each of
these options may make a contribution to meeting
both the quantitative and qualitative shortage of
housing and employment-related development
output, but, given the numerical and qualitative
deficits, no single approach is sufficient.

The first stage of any effective approach needs 
to be a test of the viability of each option against
different scenarios in terms of economic, political
and governance contexts. There then needs to be
an assessment of the impact of each option. For a
spatial strategy to be sustainable, the transport
connectivity of new settlements and of intensified
existing settlements is crucial. Assessment of
transport connectivity is not just about travel time
and level of service but is also about affordability.
Both the potential for intensification of lower-density
residential suburbs where there is good transport
connectivity and social infrastructure and the
potential to improve existing services on a cost-
effective basis should be considered.

Similarly, the potential for urban extensions to
London along transport corridors should be subject
to further detailed study. Reports by the Mayor of
London/Transport for London,3 London First,4
AECOM,5 the Outer London Commission6 and
Quod with Shelter7 have already identified
significant potential for residential growth arising

Strategic Planning in the London Metropolitan Region
N

etw
ork R

ail



306   Town & Country Planning August 2016

Strategic Planning in the London Metropolitan Region

from new stations to be provided under the
Crossrail 1 and Crossrail 2 programmes.

Alternative development options have also been
considered in a number of articles published in the
Planning in London journal.8

Mobilising resources

Decisions in relation to transport and other
infrastructure investment must be related to a
coherent spatial plan for the location of new and
expanded residential settlements. Orbital light rail
and enhancement of commuter networks could 
also make a significant contribution.

While the TCPA Working Group is not advocating
specific development options, a number of sub-
regional studies, including studies of sectors of
London and of the wider growth corridors, are
necessary. This approach was advocated in the 2000
LPAC (London Planning Advisory Committee)
strategic frameworks and in the 2003 Sustainable
Communities Plan, as well as in the earlier work of
Sir Peter Hall, and focuses on the green fingers/
green wedges approach to the urban/rural boundary
rather than the concept of a rigid Green Belt.

However, spatial planning is only one component
of the development of a sustainable response to
the challenges faced by London’s growth, and
issues of public and private sources of funding, land
assembly, land value capture and governance are
crucial. Regulatory and taxation measures also have
a role in ensuring the optimal use of both investment
and development output, whether it be residential,
commercial, transport and utility services, or social
infrastructure. But the social sustainability of
planning decisions and development outputs is
crucial, and this is central to any consideration of
development options in a globalised city in which
development activity is to benefit all of the
population of the metropolitan region and reduce
rather than increase both social and spatial
polarisation.

We also need to recognise that the current
governance structures for the planning of the
metropolitan region are inadequate. London cannot
be planned independently, and the previous Mayor
had begun to initiate discussions at both a political
and a professional level with the other planning
authorities within the metropolitan region. These
discussions need be put on a more formal basis and
move beyond information-sharing to a process for
joint planning. There needs to be consideration of a
range of governance options. This discussion has
been initiated in the recent reports of the Outer
London Commission;6 and central government, the
new Mayor and the representatives of the Home
Counties districts need to reach an agreement on
an appropriate way forward. London is not an island,
nor is it a city state detached from the rest of the
metropolitan region, the UK and Europe.

The articles in this Special Section of Town &
Country Planning are written by members of the
TCPA Policy Council’s London and South East
Working Group – Corinne Swain, Nicholas Falk and
myself, on aspects of the challenges faced by the
metropolitan region – together with contributions
from two academics, Ian Gordon (of the London
School of Economics) and Michael Edwards (of
University College London), who have been active
contributors to debates on planning in the London
metropolitan region for a number of years. These
articles are intended to open up discussion on
appropriate responses to the challenges facing
London and the South East.

● Duncan Bowie is a Senior Lecturer in the Department of
Planning and Transport at the University of Westminster, and is
Convenor TCPA London and South East Working Group. The
views expressed are personal.
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The idea of polycentric development has been
likened to a Russian doll, in that it can be unpacked
and replicated at different scales.1 This article
explores the relevance of the concept at three such
scales, in the hope of providing some insights to
inform the forthcoming full review of the London
Plan.

Polycentric development is a spatial concept with
an underlying economic objective. As a policy
stance it implies promoting growth in a number of
centres in order to encourage more equal growth
across an area, as opposed to its concentration in
one central area or city. As a descriptive term it
refers to a number of places within a network which
work together to create a critical mass utilising good
transport links, digital connections, and joint working.
Polycentric development was an underpinning theme
of the European Spatial Development Perspective
(produced in 1999), but has only intermittently
influenced planning frameworks in the UK.

London’s relationship with other UK cities

Peeling back the outer layer of the Russian doll
reveals the primacy of London, where none of the
other major cities apart from Bristol achieves above-
national-average levels of productivity (GVA per
worker). Current devolution deals, welcome though
these are, focus attention on the functioning of
individual city-regions, rather than seeing these
major cities as nodes within a national network. 
The one exception to this is the promotion of the

‘Northern Powerhouse’, in part through improving
physical transport links between its major cities. 
It is notable, however, that there is no forum in
which a comparative evaluation could be made
between a step-change in investment to increase
the North’s economic competitiveness against
varying levels of continued investment in London –
certainly the initial remit of the National Infrastructure
Commission presupposed that both would be
required.

Interest in the UK system of cities, and whether
there is a legitimate role for national government in
managing this system of cities, was one of the
ideas explored through the recently completed
‘Future of Cities’ Foresight project led by the
Government Office for Science.2 By using
hypothetical scenarios and a range of futures-
based interactive workshops, a safe space was
created to imagine what life might be like in both
London and other cities if demographic and
economic trends were shifted in a different direction
to the current trajectory. The type of policies and
funding decisions that would be necessary to create
a more regionally balanced system of cities has 
also been explored in a recent TCPA study report.3

There would be real benefit in considering a wider
range of scenarios for London’s growth in preparing
the next London Plan. City Hall has previously been
loath to do this, arguing that any growth lost to
London would benefit comparable ‘world cities’
rather than core cities within the UK. Instead, the

applying
polycentricity 
to the new
london plan
Corinne Swain looks at the relevance of the concept of
polycentric development for planning for London – 
at national, regional and within-London scales
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Greater London Authority (GLA) has relied on
numerical projections within a relatively narrow
band, despite a nod to London playing ‘a distinctive
and supportive role in the UK’s network of cities’ in
London Plan Policy 2.1: ‘London in its global,
European and United Kingdom context’.4

But there is something of a self-fulfilling prophecy
about the way that trend projections so strongly
influence the local planning system, particularly in
terms of setting new housing targets. The latest
Office for National Statistics (ONS) sub-national
population projections continue to anticipate that
towards 60% of England’s population growth over
the next ten years will occur in London and its
immediate hinterland.5 Perhaps the shock of Brexit
will prompt the consideration of a wider range of
scenarios in preparing the next London Plan?

London and its hinterland

The second layer of the Russian doll involves
unpacking London’s relationship with the wider
metropolitan area. In terms of its settlement
structure, the Wider South East looks quite the
opposite of polycentric development, with its
dense, largely radial rail network binding an array of
small cities and towns into London. Yet there are

many interconnections between businesses within
this large area, termed ‘functional polycentricity’ in
the EU-funded ‘Polynet’ study6 led by the late
Professor Sir Peter Hall and Dr Kathy Pain in the
mid-2000s.

Current policy interest is focusing on growth 
co-ordination corridors radiating outwards from
London. This concept has its origin in the first
London Plan (of 2004), with four such corridors
identified. They have featured on successive London
Plan ‘Key Diagrams’ since, and indeed a fifth corridor
was added to the 2011 replacement London Plan
(see Fig. 1). For much of this time, their meaning
has been left for local interpretation, with the idea
being embraced more actively by some than by
others. In particular the Croydon-Gatwick Diamond-
Brighton corridor (termed the Wandle Valley in the
London Plan) has been enthusiastically supported
by the South London Partnership and the relevant
Local Enterprise Partnerships outside London.

The new Mayor can be expected to take a keen
interest in these growth co-ordination corridors. But
to be attractive to Home Counties districts such
proposals must have a realistic chance of bringing
additional employment opportunities, rather than
being seen as a stalking horse for further residential

Fig. 1  The Key Diagram depicting the spatial strategy of the London Plan 2015 (incorporating minor alterations in 
2015 and 2016)
Source: The London Plan4 – Chapter 2: ‘London’s places’
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growth to support the London labour market.
Current best practice is perhaps represented in 
the London-Stansted-Cambridge corridor, where
there is the prospect of major infrastructure
investment through Crossrail 2, offering not only
more rail capacity into the Central London office
markets, but also opportunities to widen the
available labour pool for growth sectors in the
corridor, particularly in Cambridge. A voluntary
collaboration of local authorities and other
stakeholders (the London-Stansted-Cambridge
Consortium) has been working together to
maximise the economic potential of this and
associated infrastructure investment. This may
provide a role model for future collaborative
initiatives in other corridors.

A full review of the London Plan offers the
opportunity to provide stronger policy backing for
growth co-ordination corridors. Apart from brief
references in previous London Plans, either in the
relevant sub-regional policy or as part of the general
spatial strategy, there has not been a clear rationale
for the corridors, or a statement on what it is hoped
each will achieve. Indeed, setting this out, perhaps in
the form of a sub-regional narrative sitting alongside
the London Plan, would sense-check whether each
of the corridors is still justified. Certainly there 
was confusion in the Examination in Public of the
South East Plan (the Regional Spatial Strategy for
the South East) in 2006/07 as to what economic
linkages could be strengthened along the London-
Luton-Bedford corridor.

However, it would be wrong to think that
employment-led corridor growth is only applicable 
if it stops or starts in London. The Polynet study
found that business interconnections, independent of
London, were particularly strong between businesses
in a north-west arc running between Reading and
Cambridge. Interest in the Oxford-Milton Keynes-
Cambridge arc was initially promoted in the Regional
Development Agency era, and has been kept alive
by the South East Midlands Local Enterprise

Partnership and others in bringing forward East West
Rail. Other city linkages were set out in the South
East Plan as part of its ‘hub and spoke’ strategy.

While London can justifiably promote an interest
in growth and co-ordination corridors stopping and
starting in its area, there are no local governance
mechanisms at present for considering other strategic
corridors in the Wider South East. It is therefore
encouraging that the National Infrastructure
Commission was asked by the then Chancellor
George Osborne to examine the potential of the
Cambridge-Milton Keynes-Oxford corridor to act as
a knowledge-intense cluster and to identify long-
term infrastructure priorities to unlock growth, jobs
and housing.7 Interestingly, the remit includes
advising on institutions to strengthen governance
across the corridor.

Planning within London

The final layer of the Russian doll is to consider
whether the polycentricity concept could usefully be
applied within London. The London Plan, certainly
under the first Mayoralty, had a very strong focus 
on the Central Activities Zone. This philosophy still
remains strong, not least because of the prevailing
emphasis on agglomeration economies.

There are several forces of inertia that explain
why this Central London focus has persisted. These
include the lobbying muscle of Central London
business interests; the implicit support of both
Westminster and Whitehall functions which have
continually resisted decentralisation; the emphasis
on Opportunity Areas in which the family of Mayoral
bodies invest most time and resources, being
concentrated in Central and Inner London; and the
reliance on trend-based employment projections.

One counter-voice has been through the Outer
London Commission, championing a greater role for
the suburbs. Indeed, in its first-round report8 the
Commission considered the idea of creating four
‘super-hubs’ which would have wider sub-regional
reach, capable of accommodating functions at
sufficiently high densities to justify new public
transport. For various reasons this particular concept
was not taken forward, but a suite of new policies
was included in the replacement London Plan of
2011, including measures to stimulate the economy,
regenerate town centres, and promote Outer
London strategic development areas.

Despite attempts to densify selected centres and
active planning on others, it is questionable what
progress has really been achieved towards shaping
a more polycentric city. Indeed, the plot of
employment densities in Fig. 2 reveals just how
concentrated employment is in the Central Activities
Zone, with only a few metropolitan town centres
featuring outside.

There are clearly big challenges to creating
stronger employment centres in Outer London
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given the weak demand for suburban offices,
competition from multi-channel retail, and
piecemeal office-to-residential conversions under
permitted development freedoms. Yet some of the
better-connected centres are currently undergoing
major reconfiguration, such as at Croydon, or
redevelopment at higher density, such as at
Hammersmith, and others may benefit from new

public transport infrastructure, for example Ealing
from Crossrail 1. With proactive London borough
planning, skills support from the GLA where
necessary (for example on Compulsory Purchase
Order procedures), and consolidation of modern
office space into fewer locations, there may well 
be scope to strengthen the economy of some of
these town centres.

But fostering polycentric development is not just
about recognising the potential of Outer London; it
is also about recognising where the GLA family is
trying to create new employment centres, most
noticeably at Old Oak Common and Park Royal to
maximise the new accessibility created at the
intersection between Crossrail 1 and HS2.

The London Plan Key Diagram gives a very 
diluted view of where major change is envisaged,
by indicating all Opportunity Areas throughout
London and metropolitan town centres in Outer
London. But it is clear that the 38 Opportunity
Areas, which largely signify land availability, are not
equally attractive to employment growth sectors,
particularly private business services. It is also 
clear that the current policy thrust in Outer 
London is to increase residential densities in town
centres, without distinguishing those that may 
have above-average prospects for employment
growth.

There would therefore be advantages in adopting
an explicit policy principle to promote polycentric
development in the new London Plan, and the Key
Diagram should reflect this. This could then more
readily inform infrastructure investment decisions
under both Local Enterprise Partnership and
Transport for London growth funds. A greater
recognition of the need for improved orbital
movement9 may well be necessary to achieve this.

Fig. 2  Employment densities across London, 2013
Source: GLA draft employment evidence database 2016, drawn from the Business Register and Employment
Survey, Office for National Statistics, in Outer London Commission. Seventh Report: Accommodating London’s
Growth. Outer London Commission, Mar. 2016.
www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/olc_accommodating_growth_main_report_fixed.pdf

Source: Business Register and Employment Survey, Office for National Statistics
Contains National Statistics data © Crown copyright and database right 2015
Contains Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright and database right 2015
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Conclusions

In the current climate of demographic and
housing pressures, there is a tendency for planning
discussions to be dominated by where new
residential development should be located. Exploring
the polycentricity concept refocuses our attention
onto economic drivers.

This is not just about abstract spatial constructs.
Adopting such a strategy within London would
provide a greater choice of employment locations
and premises for growth sectors, including in the
cultural and high-tech industries, and for business
services where Central London rents may become
prohibitive if growth pressures persist. It could
reduce overall commuting journeys. Outside London
it could contribute to networks of cities working
together to achieve greater critical mass.

The GLA family have several tools at their
disposal to further such concepts even beyond the
GLA’s own boundaries. These include using
Transport for London’s financial and strategic
planning muscle to assist employment-led growth
corridors between London and the Wider South
East; sharing knowledge with those core cities
preparing to work under a mayoralty; and more
broadly helping to devise evaluation systems to
capture a wider range of transformative benefits
from major infrastructure investment.10

For all these reasons the preparation of the
London Plan must be seen in a broader context
than simply updating existing policies for the
management of development within London itself.
Adopting an explicit objective to pursue polycentric
development would be a good starting point.

● Corinne Swain is an Arup Fellow, and a member of the
former Outer London Commission. The views expressed are
personal.
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London is dynamic and – whatever plans say – will
continue to change and grow. The issue is where
growth should take place, and how the environmental
and social as well as economic impacts should be
shared between the people and property owners
that make up the wider city. Commissioning a new
London Plan under a new Labour Mayor provides an
opportunity to overhaul the planning toolkit and
draw some lessons from places that seem to have
succeeded in tackling the problems that concern
most people living and working in London.

Over the past ten years I have led study tours for
planners to learn from European cities, as well as
revisiting New York on a number of occasions. We
have been impressed by how the most successful
places balance development and infrastructure, 
and ensure that housing is affordable for all. The
conclusions are set out in a series of URBED
reports under titles such as Learning from Paris or
Learning from Berlin,1 as well as in a book I helped
Peter Hall to write.2

This short article focuses on the challenges facing
London’s suburbs, revisiting research that URBED
carried out for the Greater London Authority3 to
suggest how London could do much better by
concentrating efforts on the growth corridors covered
elsewhere in this issue of Town & Country Planning.4

The density dilemma

Despite all the good intentions and volumes of
advice, and some notable developments, planning
has failed to deliver on some key objectives outside
Central London. House prices have outstripped
average incomes, congestion has increased, and
environmental quality is worsening in the hearts of
our communities. Nowhere are the problems more
acute than in the many smaller district and local
centres afflicted by a combination of retailing
trends, demographic shifts, and a lack of public

investment to reconcile cars and pedestrians or
cyclists.5

With competing proposals, from densifying
suburbia to building wherever land is available, and
with painfully slow progress on building out the
larger brownfield sites, there is an urgent need to
reconsider the shape of London – in what could be
crudely characterised as a debate between those
who accept ‘fat’ cities, where people travel long
distances to work, typically by car, and those who
aim for ‘fit’ cities, such as Freiburg, which promotes
itself as the ‘City of short distances’, in which only a
third of trips to work are made by car. In winning
the 2014 Wolfson Economic Prize, David Rudlin and 
I showed6 how building new settlements at the
edge of existing settlements on sites not yet
allocated for housing could achieve what Ebenezer
Howard was proposing in his famous diagram of 
the ‘Social City’.

Of course, London is much larger than award-
winning cities such as Copenhagen or Stockholm,
attitudes to property are very different from those
prevailing in German cities, and most London land
values are extortionate. Nevertheless, if London is to
live up to its claims of being an ‘exemplary World City’,
the new London Plan would benefit from providing
policies, as well as tools, for applying best practice.
For example, density guidelines on the lines of the
well-proven Dutch ABC model would encourage the
highest-density developments at locations where
transport accessibility is greatest or could be
improved. Land value capture could then be used,
as the advocates of ‘transit-oriented development’
suggest, to achieve higher-quality development than
is usually feasible, with a mix of uses and tenures.7

Smarter growth

The following outlines four proposals that apply
such an approach, and which should be tested
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against social and environmental as well as
economic objectives:
● Building above railway lines: While the

construction difficulties of working near the
railways deter private developers, there are sites –
for example west of Ealing station or north of
Euston – where property values could support
such an initiative. Paris Rive Gauche is a very 
large mixed-use development on a new structure
above the lines running from the Gare d’Austerlitz
out to the Périphérique, the equivalent of
London’s North Circular.

By stopping HS2 at Old Oak Common, and
rethinking Crossrail 2, resources could be released
to build highly connected commercial centres
similar in scale to Canary Wharf. Development
Corporations, as at Old Oak Common, could then
ensure the right mix of public and private funding
and secure a long-term and holistic perspective.
The important message for strategic planning is
to evaluate strategic alternatives or scenarios
before too much is committed to detailed work,
taking up the recommendations of, for example,
Foresight or the Eddington Review.

● Developing under-used land near stations:
There are still under-used sites near suburban
railway stations, for example at Surbiton, where
proactive planning briefs are called for to achieve
a mix of uses and tenures. Some of the best
opportunities lie along the Paddington Arm of the
Grand Union Canal, which runs out to Uxbridge,
and where much of the land alongside is
degraded. Similar sights can be seen along the
old Great Eastern railway lines running out from
Liverpool Street. Developments such as Chiswick
Park and South Acton show how quality can be
achieved, as a report from the London Society
shows.8 But too often speculation and the
difficulties of reaching agreement lead to such
sites being under-used for decades – good
examples being provided by Southall Gasworks
and land alongside the Grand Union Canal in
Hillingdon and by case studies set out in a new
report from the Centre for London.9

In some cases, the threat of using compulsory
purchase powers may be effective, but better still
would be the introduction of a form of site value
rating, as in Copenhagen. Significantly, the uplift
in land values from a new town at Örebro has
been used to fund the first line of Copenhagen’s
Metro. Many of the best opportunities lie near
town centres and suburban stations, where
planned intensification should provide the kinds 
of homes needed to attract older people out of
under-occupied semis and into small apartment
blocks with parking below and large balconies.
Not only would this help to cater for the growing
elderly population, but it would breathe new life
and spending power into failing centres. The

314   Town & Country Planning August 2016

houses that are released might usefully be
acquired by a housing association and used to
house young families, possibly through the kind
of intensification recommended in the Supurbia
report.10

● Opening new railway lines: There are parts of
London, particularly in the west, where car usage
and congestion is high, and public transport
accessibility levels are relatively low. Yet these are
near the very areas with most private sector jobs
and economic growth potential. A new ‘West
London Orbital’ light railway could expect to
repeat the success of the Overground, which has
increased usage by at least four times. An easier
starting point is the freight-only line from Southall
to Brentford, where a lot of high-quality housing is
already being built overlooking the Grand Union
Canal basin.

But a more ambitious scheme would utilise
what is left of the disused railway line from West
Drayton to Uxbridge and then running to
Rickmansworth through the wastelands of the
Colne Valley, and might be linked to a redesigned
‘West London Tram’ to tie isolated areas together.

If such a scheme were to be linked to developing
a new country or water park to match that
developed along the River Lea, support could well
be secured for planned development in what is
currently the Green Belt. By capturing the uplift in
land values from building new housing, London
could achieve the quality of development found 
in places such as Hammarby Sjöstad on the edge
of Stockholm or HafenCity in Hamburg.11 Such
developments could form a ‘string of pearls’ that
would boost the image of what is currently a
largely ignored area around Heathrow, and thus
appeal to existing residents as well as newcomers.

A new orbital rail project is likely to yield far
better returns than some current ambitious rail
projects, such as Crossrail 2, without all the
disruption involved in digging up the Euston Road.
The important point is that the new London Plan
needs not only to consider different growth
scenarios, but also to evaluate transport and
development options using multiple criteria
analysis, not just crude cost-benefit ratios.
Inspiration can readily be drawn from the plan 
for Grand Paris, with all its new tram and metro
lines, or the new park planned to run alongside
the right bank of the Seine to the east of Paris to
supplement all those that have already been
developed on former industrial sites, such as the
Parc de Bercy.

● Creating a new Garden City for London: The
final idea applies the thinking that won URBED
the 2014 Wolfson Economics Prize6 by proposing
a site for a new Garden City within London’s
boundaries. Of course, this should ideally be part
of a new string of settlements aimed at bringing
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Howard and Abercrombie’s visions up to date, but
a start needs to be made somewhere. Airfields,
while offering sites that are large enough, often
suffer from poor accessibility. But Northolt
Aerodrome in Hillingdon is served by three
Underground stations, and the A4 runs alongside.
It is no longer considered safe to use, and it
should be relatively easy to find another airfield
for use by visiting dignitaries and the royal family.

The benefits of a highly visible site where all
the principles that the TCPA has drawn up for
building sustainable ‘eco-towns’ could be applied
would be enormous.12 The experience could be
used to promote British expertise to other
countries, as well as illustrate to housebuilders
what they should be aiming for. Indeed, such a
scheme might be part of the compensation
required for any further development at Heathrow.

By creating new lakes as part of the development,
as for example Vienna has done in redeveloping
its old airport, the problems of occasional flooding
could be relieved. Indeed, by holding on to more
of the water that flows into the River Colne and
the Thames through extensive tree planting, the
Thames Tunnel may no longer be needed to cope
with occasional ‘water events’, thus saving every
London household around £80 a year. This
example shows the importance of the new
London Plan having an economic as well as social
and environmental dimensions to it.

Leading the way

The next London Plan should be a model for
strategic planning in the 21st century. Planning in
the UK has been widely discredited as an obstacle
to good development. Hence it is important that the

new London Plan shows how proactive planning
can be made to work for everyone’s benefit, while
facing up to the realities that any collapse in
investment confidence will entail. This depends 
on cracking the fundamental obstacle of land by
identifying strategic sites where different rules
would apply.

Study tours such as those to Stockholm and
Helsinki have shown that it is not so much the
excellence of the architects as the way that land 
is brought forward that leads to high-quality or
sustainable development. The Greater London
Authority should add its support to changes already
under consideration as far as land values are
concerned, starting with sites that Transport for
London owns. It could then propose a new approach
to rating that penalises those who hold key sites
vacant or in under-use. Finally, it could work with
long-term investors to provide low-cost, long-term
finance for local infrastructure and affordable housing,
thus avoiding over-reliance on government largesse.

London owes it to the rest of the UK to release
limited national funds for schemes that rebuild the
economic base of Northern cities, and that help to
restore the nation’s worn-out infrastructure. The way
that this could be done has already been set out in
a previous article in Town & Country Planning that
advocated some kind of ‘Municipal Investment
Corporation’13 to assess projects before they were
funded through bonds. A report published by the
Smith Institute illustrates how the idea works in
France, the Netherlands and Germany.14

If this approach were linked, as in Paris, to the
funding of feasibility studies for projects put forward
by the London boroughs for incorporation in the
London Plan, we could see the revival of strategic
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planning without the need for further legislation. By
evaluating projects against multiple criteria, not just
travel savings, we can make limited investment
funds go further. Indeed, by requiring projects to
apply the kinds of principles or tools needed for
sustainable development, London could once again
be leading the way.15

● Dr Nicholas Falk is the founder of URBED, a research 
and consultancy firm specialising in masterplanning and
sustainable development, and is an economist and urbanist.
The views expressed are personal.
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The deadline for this collection of articles was just a
couple of days before the referendum on continued
UK membership of the European Union, with the
prospective outcome still judged too close to call.
This removed any temptation to launch my
contribution from some forecasts of growth or
structural change in the London economy.
Withdrawal would inevitably have major implications
for this most international of British cities, though
what they might be, and over what timescale,
depends on whatever (realistic) Plan B might
ultimately be worked out. But even were the
decision one to ‘remain’, it seems very unlikely that
political life, and the policy parameters within which
London operates, will simply resume their course –
too much has been disturbed by the nature of the
referendum campaign, including the previous
consensual plastering-over of major cracks in
political/cultural attitudes among the electorate.

Starting off in this vein is not simply an excuse for
the vagueness of what follows; but rather because
the present state of affairs highlights some key
considerations in relation to future strategies for the
London economy. One is simply that, despite loose

talk about London becoming a city-state, national
policies/initiatives (and unexpected reactions to
these) matter very much more for the London
economy than anything which its political leadership
may choose to do. Another may be that ‘professional’
forecasts can often be substantially wrong (including
some of my own – see below), even when they
have independently arrived at much the same
conclusion.

The manner in which ‘expert’ analyses and opinion
of this kind were swept aside during the referendum
campaign – by members of a metropolitan elite who
happily deploy them on other occasions – is just
cynical. But what it has exposed (and exploited) is
the fact that a substantial proportion of the
electorate (mostly with much less education) reject
the kind of claims to expert knowledge on which
key sectors of the modern London economy
depend.

Since the 2007/08 crises of the financial sector,
with their deep impacts across the rest of the
country, there has been little evidence of the simple
northern revanchism which once figured among
credible threats to renewed success in this city.1
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But the Brexit constituency, as it emerged during
the campaign, is one which evidently rejects 
core metropolitan values (of trust in educated
expertise and a Westminster politics, as well as of
cosmopolitanism) as much as those of ‘Brussels’.
And after the referendum it won’t simply withdraw
from the scene.

London – ‘project growth’ versus the boom that

kept on booming

At the level of London government, economic
strategy for the past 15 years has been dominated
by a set of numerical (trend-based) forecasts of
large-scale growth in numbers of jobs and residents,
linked to a qualitative narrative explaining the
inevitability of those trends in terms of London’s
role as a ‘world city’ (notably in relation to global
financial services). I have always been rather
sceptical about the scale of growth, the singular
explanation offered for it, and a lack of concern for
the evident volatility of the new (post-1980s)
London economy.2 I also had my suspicions (rather
like some Brexiteers) about the particular interests
within the Central Activities Zone (CAZ) that were
served by insistence upon the fact of such growth,
and the need to accommodate it within the Greater
London Authority’s (GLA) territory.

As it happened, population growth has actually
proceeded even faster than originally projected,
because external circumstances brought still bigger
waves of migrants from poor countries. And when
the long boom of the late 1990s/early 2000s was
eventually succeeded by the (expected) crash,
somehow that was not translated into the kind of
sharp downturn in London employment that the
(more limited) crisis of the late 1980s had produced.
Indeed, quite the opposite: even with an odd year of
(rather modest) contraction, London – specifically
the CAZ – accounted for virtually all net growth in
UK, and has actually grown faster than through the
boom years, or any other extended period.3 Whether
rightly or wrongly, hubris has been reinforced, and
GLA employment growth projections have
understandably been ramped up still further.

Three questions remain, however:
● what has really produced this remarkable new

expansion, in the wake of an evident debacle in
the supposedly key sector;

● how likely is this to be sustained over the 30-year
horizon of London economic plans; and

● how well does the character of this growth fit
with the concerns and aspirations of Londoners
(present and future)?

Elsewhere, I have tried to address the first of
these questions: rejecting generalised claims about
(Central) London’s demonstrated ‘resilience’ or
heightened competitiveness; but identifying some
specific contributors; and arguing for a less
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conventional explanation of the bulk that is not so
explicable. Among the specific components are: a
substantial sterling devaluation effect on international
tourism; a general explosion in head office
employment; two headline infrastructure projects;
and notable local expansions in hospital and
university employment (against the trend to
austerity).

The ‘elephant in the room’, however, is argued to
be the truly massive support to banking/financial
activities, in turn through bail-outs, implicit subsidies
(free insurance against future bail-ins), and
quantitative easing. Key effects of the last of these
seem to have included: flows of capital to emerging
markets, with UK effects concentrated in City-
focused support activities; and major boosts to the
international spending power of a plutocratic class,
sometimes resident in London.3 This factor is far
from stable in nature. But, for the present at least, 
it seems to have brought London very much closer
to Sassen’s conception of it as a global city4 than it
was around the time of her writing – with several 
of the negative consequences that she then
suggested. These are now, however, more a by-
product of economic and regulatory failure than of
inexorable globalisation.
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Whose economic strategy, shaped by which

elites?

In real functional terms the 21st century London
economy stretches out 50 miles or more beyond
the CAZ, with dynamic elements near the edge 
as well as in the centre. Its effective political
representation is, however, confined to the Mayor’s
‘Greater London’ fiefdom, as are the growth
forecasts. Even within that territory, such
representation is problematic because the scale 
and character of its economy is so significant for
national economic and political interests. Little
coherent debate has occurred here about the
appropriateness of the growth strategy either in
relation to the interests of Londoners (of the median
voter, say) or of a rebalanced national economy –
and the (statutory) Mayoral economic development
strategies have been unmemorable.

At the start, indeed, it was the ‘spatial’ strategy
(aka the London Plan), not its ‘economic’
counterpart (authored by the London Development
Agency (LDA)), which committed to a ‘global city’
vision, quietly grounded in a belief as to what would
elicit Treasury support. And now, with a (slim)
Enterprise Panel succeeding the Development
Agency, its London First/McKinsey drafted economic
development plan, London 2036,5 had its priorities
endorsed in a ‘long term economic plan’ jointly
announced by the Chancellor and Mayor ahead of
the 2015 general election.6 Although more a list 
of intended actions (old and new) and trend
extrapolations than a strategy, the headline 
element was a reprise of the 20-year old obsession
with outpacing New York’s growth, slightly recast to
link with more recent worries about productivity
(rather than simply GDP and jobs).7 This is pretty
much business as usual, but the open sharing of
responsibility is new.

Towards more productive and trustworthy

strategising

The new language and practice of explicit ‘deals’
made between cities and central government is
welcome. But ‘to give a voice to people here’, which
is what George Osborne claimed for this joint plan –
and what Brexiteers nationally appear most
exercised about – also requires:
● exposure of alternative strategies for debate

within the London region;
● consideration of which aspects have positive/

negative pay-offs for typical Londoners and for
major sub-groups likely to be differentially
affected; and

● consideration of which are primarily of wider
national interest.

To simply assume that what is good for ‘London’
is also good for Londoners, and good for the UK too,
is the kind of insouciant elitism that (as in the case

of migration) gives the subsequent deployment of
expertise a dangerously bad name. Mystification,
and worries about manipulation, are even more
damaging when devolution brings them closer to
home.

Less topically, it would be right, though far from
new or original, to conclude by saying – irrespective
of the referendum outcome – that determinism, a
one-eyed obsession with global city status (or
property values), and failure to acknowledge crucial
economic linkages across an artificial ‘London’
boundary (and well beyond) are, and will all remain,
fatal weaknesses in any economic strategy for this
great (but challenged) agglomeration. The most
encouraging signal in last year’s Treasury/GLA long-
term plan was actually the establishment of a West
Anglia Task Force to look at improving rail connections
up the London-Cambridge growth corridor, where a
locally-based consortium has shown a way forward
in developing collaboration and integration from the
bottom up, on an economically functional basis.

● Ian Gordon is Professor Emeritus of Human Geography at
the London School of Economics and a member of the former
Mayor’s Outer London Commission. The views expressed are
personal.
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There has been speculation as to whether the new
Mayor of London, Sadiq Khan, will introduce a fixed
affordable housing target for new development, and
there has been recent press coverage that a
proposal will be included in draft revised Housing
Supplementary Planning Guidance.

At one point during 2015, the Mayor’s
predecessor, Boris Johnson, seemed to be floating
the idea of a 25% target for his new ‘Housing
Zones’.1 In 2011, he replaced the previous Mayor
Ken Livingstone’s 50% affordable housing target
with a numerical target equivalent to 40% of the
assessed London-wide capacity of 32,210 homes.
When the 2015 London Plan increased the 
capacity-based target to 42,000 homes, the
numerical target for affordable homes was
increased to 17,000 a year, or 40% of the new
capacity-based target.

A number of recent major planning consents for
housing have been based on affordable housing
targets much lower than 40%, and in some cases
developers have been successful in renegotiating
previously agreed affordable housing targets
downwards.

This has led to widespread concern that the
process of viability appraisals is leading to lower
levels of affordable housing output than could be
delivered, and it has been suggested that a policy 
of non-negotiable fixed targets might be more
appropriate.
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Affordable housing targets and development

viability

When the 50% affordable housing target was 
set in the 2004 London Plan, it was based on an
assessment of deliverability which assumed
significant central government subsidy to the
provision of new social rented and shared-
ownership homes. With the election of the Coalition
Government in 2010, the subsidy for social rented
homes was withdrawn, with funding (which since
2012 has been allocated by the Mayor rather than
by central government) focused on sub-market
rented homes of up to 80% market rent (with an
average of 65% of market rent) and on shared-
ownership homes.

While some boroughs are funding relatively small
programmes of new social rented homes, they are
primarily on sites in their own ownership rather than
delivered through partnerships with developers.
With both the Government and the previous Mayor
(wrongly) treating sub-market rented homes as
equivalent to social rented homes, it is increasingly
difficult for local authorities to negotiate social
rented homes at much lower rents through Section
106 agreements.

When the development viability process was
introduced in London in 2003-04, it was not just
about ensuring that developers could provide the
maximum reasonable proportion of affordable
housing within new schemes, but was also a basis
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for the then Housing Corporation to assess 
whether public subsidy was necessary to ensure
that the 50% target was met. Understandably the
Government did not want to use its resources if a
scheme could meet the 50% target through its 
own profitability.

In practice, few schemes met the 50% target,
and during Livingstone’s second term (2004-08) 
and Johnson’s first term (2008-12) the average
affordable housing output in proportionate terms
was relatively stable at 37-38%. However, the
affordable housing output fell to 27% in 2013/14 and
then to 25% in 2014/15. As the schemes funded by
the pre-2010 social rented housing programme are
completed, it is likely that the proportion will fall
significantly over the next few years. Only 18% of
new homes started in 2014/15 were categorised as
‘affordable’, with only 6% being for social rent.

When Boris Johnson published information on his
first nine Housing Zones in February 2015, he gave
total capacity figures and proposed affordable
housing figures for each zone. The total capacity
came to 29,962, with 7,938 homes to be affordable.
This gave an overall affordable proportion of 28% –
well below his London Plan 40% target. The
proportions ranged from 44-45% in the two Abbey
Wood zones to only 10% in New Bermondsey and
13% in Southall.

Figures available for the 11 in the second round –
14,385 affordable homes out of a total of 50,696 –

also demonstrate a 28% proportion overall, ranging
from 47% in the Edgware Road zone to 15% in the
Poplar Riverside zone. When a list of a further 11
Housing Zones was announced in March 2016, it
was stated that the affordable housing proportion
within these zones, many of which were in
suburban locations, would be 34% – still 6% 
below the Mayor’s London-wide target.

Constraints on the Mayor

Sadiq Khan has indicated that he wishes to
reintroduce the strategic 50% affordable homes
target that Ken Livingstone inserted into the original
2004 London Plan. He has stated that he wishes 
to achieve this target through the development of
Greater London Authority (GLA) and Transport for
London owned land. He has also stated that a
significant proportion of new homes must be
genuinely affordable, including homes at rents
below the 65% of market rent target set by his
predecessor. However, there are real challenges in
delivering these objectives.2

First, the Mayor’s housing budget is likely to be
both more limited in its size and more constrained
in its application than in previous years. The
Government has indicated that from 2018 the
national housing investment budget will be 
available only for shared-ownership homes and 
for rented housing for elderly people and other
people with special needs. GLA officers have
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pointed out that shared ownership in London is too
expensive to meet the full range of housing needs
and that a subsidised rented programme remains
necessary. 

It has yet to be seen whether Ministers will give 
the new Mayor flexibility in the use of the available
grant.

Secondly, there are constraints on the Mayor’s
use of his own resources. With the Government
indicating that Transport for London should be self-
financing by 2020, and given Khan’s manifesto
commitment to freeze fares for Transport for London
operated services (the underground and the buses)
for four years, the Mayor is going to need to
maximise receipts from land-holdings, and this
means that subsidising land disposals to achieve
affordable housing is unlikely to be deliverable.

Thirdly, the Mayor has stated that he will not
support any residential development within the
Green Belt, much of which is within the London
boundary. This means that he has lost the
opportunity for planned release of appropriate 
sites on the edge of London, where sustainable
developments could be deliverable for a range of
tenures at lower densities on land which could be
acquired relatively cost effectively.
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The impact of the Housing and Planning Act

The Mayor also faces a further obstacle not faced
by his predecessor – the Housing and Planning Act
2016.3 First there is the problem of the 20% 
‘Starter Homes’ target. This will require all planning
authorities, including London boroughs, to ensure
that 20% of new homes built are Starter Homes –
in London defined as affordable at up to £450,000
price, irrespective of size or location or local market
value. The homes are supposed to be offered at a
20% discount on market value, but how this is to
be certified is as yet unclear. Purchase of these
homes is intended to be limited to first-time buyers
under 40. The target bears no relation to whether
there is effective demand for homes at this price in
a specific location.

Given that only 18% of new homes started in
London 2014/15 were ‘affordable’, it is difficult to
see how, if 20% of new homes have to be Starter
Homes, any other affordable homes – shared
ownership, sub-market rent and social rent – are to
be delivered. The Government sees the 20% Starter
Homes as additional to existing new affordable
housing supply, but it is difficult to see how this will
work in practice as developers will argue that the
Starter Homes are their contribution to affordable
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housing targets. They will only need to demonstrate
that it is not ‘viable’ for them to deliver more
affordable homes in addition to Starter Homes.

The new Act also gives the Secretary of State
power to override any council policy, such as an
existing affordable housing target, which obstructs
the delivery of Starter Homes, and also to override
any pre-existing planning obligations agreement
relating to affordable housing that a developer has
agreed with the local panning authority. Not
surprisingly, some developers are reviewing existing
planned schemes, including schemes under
construction, to see if rented or shared-ownership
homes can be morphed into Starter Homes.

These changes need to be seen within the wider
context of other provisions of the Housing and
Planning Act, including the introduction of a
‘voluntary’ Right to Buy for housing association
tenants and the enforced disposal of vacant ‘higher-
value’ council properties on the market to fund the
housing association discounted sales programme.
The Government is also introducing market rents 
for council tenants on incomes over £40,000 in
London and £31,000 elsewhere, with a phased
transition to higher rents, and is also reducing the
tenancy of new council tenants to a maximum of
five years.

The Act also introduces a system of alternative
providers to compete to provide planning services
for local authorities, which reduces democratic
control over planning while at the same time
introducing potential conflicts of interest for
consultants providing services to developers and 
to local authorities.

Conclusion

The prospect for the provision of genuinely
affordable homes in the London metropolitan region
looks poor, and there is little room for manoeuvre,
for the new Mayor, the boroughs or the Home
Counties districts. The Housing and Planning Act
weakens the planning powers of both the Mayor
and local planning authorities, and the legislative
and funding changes in relation to social housing

make responding to the challenges faced much
more difficult.

We need a repeal of most of the provisions of the
Act and the re-establishment of a programme of
investment in social rented homes. We also need to
enable councils to acquire development land on a
cost-effective basis and to allow planners to identify
sites and enable the development of genuinely
affordable homes on sites where development is
most sustainable in economic, social and
environmental terms.

● Duncan Bowie is a Senior Lecturer in the Department of
Planning and Transport at the University of Westminster, and
between 2002 and 2007 was a Principal Strategic Planner at
the Greater London Authority. The views expressed are
personal.
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1 See the Mayor of London’s Housing Zones website, at

www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/housing-and-
land/increasing-housing-supply/housing-zones

2 D. Bowie: ‘Housing and planning in London under the
Conservative Government – spatial impacts, social
polarisation, sustainable development and social
justice’. Paper presented at the European Network for
Housing Research Conference, Belfast, Jun. 2016

3 Housing and Planning Bill: Putting Place-Making at the
Heart of Planning. Parliamentary Briefing. Revised
Version. TCPA, Jan. 2016. www.tcpa.org.uk/data/
files/resources/1280/HousingPlanning_Bill_Jan16-Rev-
002.pdf; and Statement on Housing and Planning Bill:
Report Stage, 5th January 2016. Highbury Group on
Housing Delivery, Jan. 2016.
www.westminster.ac.uk/highbury-group-documents
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We have lived through the first two mayoralties of
the Greater London Authority (GLA), governed by
the imperative that the scale and nature of London’s
growth cannot be questioned and by the fantasy
that the space requirements of this growth can be
met within the Greater London boundary and
without attrition of the Metropolitan Green Belt.

The growth imperative remains widely
unchallenged, but the palpable impossibility of the
containment fantasy now seems to be accepted 
by professionals and by many of those in power.
Housing market demand knows no bounds and
spills ever further into surrounding English counties,
spreading the affordability crisis far and wide.
London local housing authorities, desperate to 
meet their homelessness and other obligations, 
are increasingly placing their tenants wherever 
they can find space cheaper than the private 
rented stock of London.

Within Greater London there has been a severe
democratic deficit as financial, infrastructure and
real-estate interests have been able to set the
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agenda for the planning of the city, reaping rents,
capital value growth and profits from the
concentration of building and civil engineering 
work in the capital. The conventional measures of
GDP and GVA show London as a ‘success’ and 
feed the narrative that the city is the ‘engine’ of 
the British economy – this despite the omission of
environmental costs from those measures, the
fragility of the rentier economy being produced, 
and the somewhat illusory character of the growth
component which comprises rents and the imputed
rents from the growth of value of the owner-
occupied housing stock.

The downside of London’s fabled agglomeration
economies is largely borne by citizens in the form of
high rents and prices for housing, high travel costs,
air quality which seriously breaches the law,
displacement and disruption of communities and
enterprises and the dispossession of tenants and
leaseholders in erstwhile social housing. It was no
surprise when the Resolution Foundation analysed
median household incomes in UK regions since
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rebalancing the
UK economy 
and the role 
of citizens’
organisations
The downsides of London’s widely heralded role as the ‘engine’ of
the British economy are largely borne by citizens, but there may be
signs of change in the way that community groups in the capital
have begun to make themselves heard – offering experience 
from which all in the wider metropolitan region could learn,
says Michael Edwards
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2007-08 and found that London is superficially a rich
region with a strong post-crash recovery but that,
after paying housing costs, Londoners were by no
means the richest and had seen the worst real-
income falls in the entire UK.1

The forms of democracy we inherited have not
enabled these oppressions to be voiced effectively
in policy-making. But there are signs of change as
the victims of Britain’s uniquely dysfunctional
housing system get organised (Priced Out,
Generation Rent, Renters’ Rights London, London
Tenants Federation, Radical Housing Network) and
broader campaigns emerge (Take Back the City,
Reclaim London).

On specifically planning issues, Just Space has
grown to be a strong network of local and London-
wide citizen organisations, supporting each other (in
the absence of any public funding) to make effective
use of the participation opportunities which planning,
environmental and local government law provides. It
has just published its proposals to the new Mayor
and Assembly for the next London Plan (Towards 
a Community-Led Plan for London: Policy Directions
and Proposals) : a big achievement for a city of 
8 or 9 million. It works in effective co-operation with
the long-established London Forum of Civic and
Amenity Societies, finding much common ground
despite a different class composition and working
method.2

It has been hard enough to scale up community
activism in London from its long-established
neighbourhood scale to span Greater London. 

How might it extend even more widely in the
coming years?

In some ways the imperative is for citizen
organisations in all the UK’s regions and countries 
to co-operate since – as in so many European
countries – it is the widening disparities at the
national scale that need to be challenged and
changed. The multi-scale structure of the Social
Forum movement of the early 2000s would have
been an ideal framework for these grass-roots
collaborations, but that whole system seems to
have wilted, at least in the UK. In the world of
political parties, perhaps the rejuvenated Labour
Party might become helpful, as is the Green Party
to some extent. The New Economics Foundation
(NEF), IPPR North and the Centre for Local
Economic Strategies (CLES) are valuable beacons of
sanity and analysis, but none of them is more than
an infrastructure for social movements.

As things stand in 2016 it appears that we shall be
getting officer-level and member-level collaborations
between the London and nearby local authorities.
Representative democracy in these Home Counties
is weakened by the first past the post electoral
system and, as a Londoner, I would guess that
working-class and low-/middle-income communities
there feel even less empowered than their London
counterparts. At least in London there is an element
of proportional representation in the London Assembly
which has made that body, while still toothless, a
remarkably effective sounding board and debating
site compared with most local councils. We shall see.
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On the other hand, some of the geographical
wheeling and dealing is likely to be done by Local
Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), even more removed
from grass-roots accountability than local councils.
Some older readers will remember, however, that
the abolition of the Greater London Council in 
1986 was followed by 16 years of similar informal
consultations among London boroughs in LPAC (the
London Planning Advisory Committee). That system
was widely expected to be an ineffectual talking
shop, but it surprised everyone by building some
strong consensus positions, often quite progressive,
and leaning on national governments. It was
democratically accountable only in the most indirect
sense and scarcely engaged directly with citizens, but
it did have some achievements. Could today’s informal
local authority collaboration develop the strength
needed to enforce planned new urbanisation on
reluctant shires?

A rebalancing between UK regions would take
time, and presupposes a release from the damaging
orthodoxies of neo-liberalism. However, the potential
for multi-scale planning of regional development in
Southern England is immense, the need for it is
urgent, and progress could perhaps be made. The
experience of community groups in London
suggests that planning should be guided by the
following principles:
● reducing the need to travel (and for road freight

movement), especially by private vehicles – and
doubly so for diesel vehicles;

● meeting the backlog of unmet housing need and
keeping up with the growth of need and demand,
providing for more refugees and migrants; and

● respecting environmental limits, slowing climate
change (while preparing for it to accelerate), and
making the most of highly valued urban and rural
landscapes.

Progress on these fronts will be a major challenge.
The vested interests in high and rising house prices
and rents (the financial sector, landowners, and many
owner-occupiers and professions) are powerful.
Infrastructure builders and investors are interested
in heavy radial railways to permit London’s housing
deficits to be met by dormitory settlements along
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the lines – rather than in the less glamorous job of
reducing the transport damage caused by daily life
in our spaced-out polycentric city-region.

Thinking in London’s City Hall seems to favour
shifting employment growth out to the Home
Counties on the grounds that this would be
politically easier than shifting housing growth out.
That might be expedient, but it does not sound like
a reduction of the need to travel, and it threatens to
exacerbate the crisis in workspace availability within
London, driven by inflated housing land prices and
the dismantling of controls which have kept land
use classes as separate property markets for 70 years.

We shall be regaled with pleas for a more
polycentric system of settlements within and
beyond London, and the heroic ‘Polynet’ research of
Peter Hall and Kathy Pain will be cited in support. But
their analysis drew attention to the environmentally
alarming scale of travel – especially car travel –
generated by our dispersed settlement system.
Growth of employment and housing across the
wider region will have to be very systematically
modelled and managed if it is to strengthen local
economies without growth of car dependence. An
opportunistic splatter of new towns, new villages,
urban extensions and transit-oriented developments
could be the worst of worlds.

Furthermore, within London, powerful market
forces driven by a financialised housing price boom
have combined with de facto planning practices to
create an increasingly centralised structure of
employment growth, eating away at diverse local
service and manufacturing economies. London’s
greatest 21st century achievement of reversing the
growth of car-dependence will be very hard to roll
out across the wider regions, and the ambition of
current policy debates does not seem adequate. It
is hard to be optimistic just now.

● Michael Edwards is a Teaching Fellow at the Bartlett School
of Planning, University College London, and a co-organiser of
the Just Space network. The views expressed are personal.

Notes
1 A. Corlett, D. Finch and M. Whittaker: Living Standards

2016: The Experiences of Low to Middle Income
Households in Downturn and Recovery. Resolution
Foundation, Feb. 2016. www.resolutionfoundation.org/
wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Audit-2016.pdf

2 This article draws with gratitude on the author’s very
stimulating years of work with the Just Space network
of London community, activist and ‘voluntary’
organisations seeking to influence planning within the
GLA boundary. It is in no way written on behalf of Just
Space; indeed some of the issues raised here have not
yet been discussed within the network. Thanks to the
TCPA for triggering these reflections, which may thus
enter the network’s debates. The work of the Just Space
network and links to other organisations mentioned
here can be found at https://justspace.org.uk/ – Towards
a Community-Led Plan for London: Policy Directions
and Proposals is available as a free download there
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