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The Mayor of London: Planning for a better London
The Mayor of London Boris Johnson announced on 9th July his direction of travel for future development in London. Entitled Planning a better London the report builds on Boris’s election pledges and describes how the Mayor will revise the existing London Plan – the capital’s regional spatial strategy.

The Mayor is seeking comments on the document, and invites responses on particular key questions which are detailed at the end of each chapter. As well as seeking views on policy matters, the Mayor also invites comments on how his planning documents could be made ‘more user-friendly to developers’. The closing date is 10 November 2008. Comments can be sent by email to Mayor@london.gov.uk with Planning for a better London in the subject box.
The document can be found at:

http://www.london.gov.uk/mayor/planning/docs/plan-better-london.pdf
The HBF intends to make a formal representation. Members are encouraged to respond directly, but comments can also be fed through to the HBF. 

The London Plan

The Mayor has said this will remain substantively the same and he supports maintaining London’s economic and demographic growth, but containing this within the capital’s existing boundaries. The Mayor, consequently will strongly support the protection of the Green Belt, Metropolitan Open Land and other open spaces (see page 9). 

Consensus, localism and conservation

While much emphasis is given over in the document to collaboration and consensus between the public, boroughs and developers, pivotal to the new agenda is strengthening of local power and community. Consequently much greater protection is going to be given to the Green Belt and other open spaces, to heritage (reinforced by the forthcoming Heritage Bill) and to local character. Evidence of a new localism emerging in politics is provided by the Mayor’s announcement to create an Outer London Commission to give the suburbs a much greater voice. While suburban local authorities had felt vulnerable to development pressure under Livingstone’s administration it now seems they will be given a much greater say on the nature, scale and character of future development and in the implementation of the revised London Plan strategies. This was brought home to the HBF’s London regional planner at a meeting with the GLA to discuss its forthcoming SHLAA. The GLA told the HBF that they were no longer able to insist that adequate supplies of land for housing should be found in places where there was market demand (e.g. deliverable and developable areas like Richmond, Kingston, Bromley, Barnet etc).  

Part of the new emphasis on outer London, however, is to alter the development mix in the suburbs by providing more employment opportunities. The aim is to enable more people to work as well as live in outer London and to ensure a more balanced approach to development across the capital.  

Back gardens

Johnson intends to put in place protection for back gardens against development. 

Housing SPG

A new Housing Supplementary Planning Guidance will be published. 

50% affordable housing target

The Mayor has reaffirmed his commitment to abandon the 50% affordable housing target.  Instead, Johnson intends to set ‘binding agreements for the delivery of housing’.

While the industry might welcome the Mayor’s announcement to relax the London Plan’s 50% affordable housing target, we may see less land coming forward in some desirable development locations because of the growing power of the outer London boroughs. If this is coupled with higher affordable housing quotas being set in more deprived boroughs (to counter-act the overall problems arising from housing undersupply elsewhere) which will be necessary to meet the 50,000 affordable homes target by 2011, then housebuilders could be confronted by some very difficult challenges over the next few years.

Greater emphasis will be given to shared ownership, intermediate housing and family sized homes. 

Higher densities will be encouraged in sustainable locations (e.g. transport nodes). How this will square with the Mayor’s other policies to increase in internal and external space as well as play and recreation space remains to be seen. 
The document, nevertheless, includes a commitment to providing affordable homes for Londoners (pages 17-18) and providing the space they need. The Mayor makes the link between housing and maintaining London’s economic competitiveness and in tackling poverty and social exclusion.

Planning decisions: Mayoral powers

On page 11 the Mayor states that he intends to use his new planning powers sparingly (to direct boroughs to refuse planning permission). Instead he intends to use them “to ensure the delivery of key objectives for London, to protect and enhance London’s unique status and character, to promote liveability in its neighbourhoods or to deal with cases where the nature of an application is such that taking a decision at London level would genuinely add value.”

The Mayor does not intend to reopen planning decisions made by his predecessor. 
Parker Morris: internal space standards

Elsewhere the Mayor has announced a wish to create new Parker Morris standard relevant to the 21st century – a requirement for bigger homes. So the demands placed on housebuilders in London are considerable: zero carbon homes, protecting the Green Belt, enhancing local character, bigger, better and more affordable homes – while still meeting the London Plan target for 305,000 new homes by 2017. It is unrealistic to imagine that all these objectives can be met. It is vital that the Mayor prioritises what he wants to deliver on the homes agenda.  

Empty homes

Finally, the Mayor intends to allocate £60m to bring empty homes back into use in the capital. By the Mayor’s estimation there are 84,000 empty homes in London, 67,000 of which are in the private sector, although confusingly, the target seems to include the conversion of empty non-residential buildings which should, under normal circumstances, form a sub-set of the brownfield land calculation. To what extent this initiative will impact on improving housing delivery is worthy of debate. Resource could be squandered for very little beneficial outcome while serving as a distraction from the net additions target. 
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