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AGENDA 

1. Introductions and Apologies
The Chairman welcomed the speakers including Bruno Moore, Sir Peter Hall, Michael Edwards and Martin Simmons, thanked UCL as hosts and invited representatives to introduce themselves. Apologies were received from Nicky Gavron (Deputy Mayor) who is abroad, Giles Dolphin (GLA), John Lett (GLA), Kay Powell (National Planning and Development Forum), Leonora Rozee (Planning Inspectorate), Roger Chapman (GOL) and Pat Thomas who is shortly to leave S.J.Berwin but wishes to continue to attend. 
The Forum learned with sadness of the death of Geoff Marsh. 
2. Discussion Topic 1

The Chairman introduced Bruno Moore from the Audit Commission who spoke on the topic entitled
“The planning system: Matching expectations and capacity”
Bruno Moore is the Project Lead considering the efficiencies of the planning system, arising from work done on best value inspections. The study seeks to consider how to combine public and private sector resources in planning – for both development control and policy – BM is author of a leaflet with this title.
Structure of the session

· Recommendations for:

· councils

· government

· developers

Recommendations for councils

· Engage effectively with their local communities at each stage of the planning process having clarity about what issues are open for debate at that stage. Concerns about strategic housing numbers should be properly expressed and debated as part of the development of the regional spatial strategy.

Recommendations for councils

· Balance their inclination to provide planning services in-house with consideration of:

· solutions available through the private sector

· sharing planning resources with other councils

Recommendation for government

· Amend the performance indicator relating to processing major applications so that it measures compliance with planning delivery agreements (where these exist) rather than monitoring performance against the 13-week target

Recommendation for developers

· Engage with councils at the pre-application stage and develop their proposals sufficiently to allow meaningful discussion of the planning issues

Other products

Planning Services and the Private Sector

Myths explored – leaflet

Planners are the most difficult staff to recruit and retain after social workers. Does the private sector have a role in delivering council planning services?

Using the private sector – the myths

Councils have got a track record of using the private sector to support planning services. The majority of this work has involved buying in skills not available in-house, in order to support policy development (for example, landscape appraisal and retail impact assessment). However, councils have rarely used the private sector to provide mainstream planning services such as processing planning applications and dealing with planning appeals. This is because councils perceive a number of barriers to doing so: these are set out below.

Myth 1: The private sector is not interested in providing development control services

There are a number of firms which will carry out development control and related services. These range from sole practitioner planners through to large-scale firms specialising in providing comprehensive service solutions to councils. The private sector can, and does, provide a full range of services from processing minor applications through to major ones and taking in enforcement and appeals work along the way.

Myth 2: The private sector cannot deliver a comprehensive planning service on behalf of councils
One council has adopted a new approach to its development control function. The service is provided entirely by a joint venture company between the council and the private sector. The joint venture is operated for profit and has been in existence since February 2005. During this time performance has improved along with user satisfaction.

Myth 3: There may be a market for that sort of thing in the South but not in the North
The joint venture company referred to above operates in the North of England. It is providing its services to other local councils, as well as on a national basis.

Myth 4: Using consultants ruins service to users
With the effective use of information technology there is no reason why using consultants should reduce service to users. For example, the hard copy of a file might be with the consultant but if the information is recorded electronically it can be made available to members of the public at the council’s planning reception. If the information is not available this points to a failure of the council’s systems rather than a problem linked to the use of consultants. In some cases, use of the private sector has greatly improved the user experience, with consultants meeting with applicants and neighbours at times and locations convenient to the users.

Myth 5: Using consultants for development control increases workload because you have to supervise them so closely
All council development control services have built-in checks to make sure that recommendations are the right ones based on the material considerations and merits of the case. This is true of delegated planning applications up to committee reports dealing with major applications with section 106 agreements attached. There is no reason why consultants should not fit in with existing sign-off procedures. Councils do not need to invent new ones.

Myth 6: Consultants cannot do development control because of conflict of interest

It is true that using consultants does present potential for conflict of interest. For example, where an application is submitted for processing to a council’s consultant from one of the consultant’s private sector clients. However, where there is a potential conflict, the consultant should declare it in advance, in much the same way that councillors declare interests and therefore do not vote on some planning applications. Councils that use the private sector for development control work stress the need to be aware of potential conflict of interest but have experienced no problems in this area. In some cases, using consultants can reduce potential conflicts of interest, for example where the planning application relates to land in council ownership.

Key questions for councillors and staff

Do we need to increase the support for our planning department?

What are our options for doing so? How do we decide what solution is most appropriate?

Does the council perceive the use of the private sector for planning – particularly around development control – as an opportunity or a threat?

Given the national shortage of planners, can the private sector usefully contribute to mainstream routine planning tasks as well as more specialist work?

The Commission has produced a tool to help councils engage the services of the private sector in the provision of planning services. This is called Dos and don’ts of buying planning services and is available alongside the national report at

www.audit-commission.gov.uk/planning.

Jales Tippell, explained that she was a Hillingdon employee who was substituting for Geoff Elliott of the Planning Officers Society who was called elsewhere at short notice. She did not wish to respond to the paper presented. 

Discussion. BM led the ensuing discussion. In response to questions he referred to the initiative in Berkshire where the work of development control is outsourced to Babties. He drew a parallel with appeals being outsourced to planning consultants. He acknowledged that the private sector couldn’t do it all, but, in reply to a comment by Michael Bach suggesting private sector being used for policy work he agreed that it did not have to be confined to development control. In Salford a Joint Venture arrangement has been entered with Simmonds Capita for all development control work. It is clear that development decisions still need to be determined democratically. The need for additional resources is reinforced by the present unsatisfactory system where use of agency staff, often with little local knowledge, is widespread. Also in spite of the formal statistics there is a general recognition that applications take too long to determine in a large number of cases. This undermines the certainty required by developers in meting demand pressures.   Contracting out particular types of case – ranging from minor to complex and controversial can be undertaken at flat rates although the private sector needs the flexibility to increase its charges.  It was accepted that the different stages of an application from validation through consultation to report writing requires different types of skills. 
Tom Ball asked about the relationship between consultant and Council in the case where a positive recommendation by “Timbuktu Consultancy” is overturned by Committee and what comeback there would be. BM said that in the case of the Isle of Wight there is both physical and geographical separation offering the necessary detachment. The right of appeal is unchanged.  A further concern was the risk of conflict of interest between public and private sectors. Andy Rogers suggested that there was nothing inherent in the system to prevent officers of one authority undertaking work for another with a greater caseload. Lee Mallett asked whether pre application discussions could take place with Members. This would however be contrary to normal Councillor codes of practice.

BM concluded by explaining that he was now on a 12 month secondment to the Planning Advisory Service. 
Discussion Item 2. London Plan: Further Alterations, Presentation by Debbie McMullen, Head of the GLA London Plan Team, to London Planning and Development Forum 26th June 2006.

DM confirmed that there was no legal difference between alterations and Plan Review insofar as the process is concerned.

She opened by assessing why, since the Plan was only published in 2004 there is now a need to change it. The reasons for this are

1. There is a legal duty to review it.

2. There are changing policy concerns.

3. There is new data.

4. The plan has a new status as an adopted Spatial Development Strategy for London.

5. There has been new National Policy.

6. There are new plans for adjoining regions (East of England and South East).

7. Sub Regional Planning Frameworks have been produced.

8. There are potential changes to the scope of the mayor’s powers.

9. The plan period needs to look ahead 20 years to 2025-6.

However none of these factors, she said, call into question the Mayor’s fundamental strategy set out in the current plan.

His objectives remain unchanged and almost all proposed alterations arose from his consultation “Statement of Intent” to review the London Plan.

So the review was a focused exercise, with many areas remaining critical, but substantially unaltered. There were 184 policies in the 2004 London Plan, an extra 7 in the early alterations and 205 in total in the proposed further alterations. The most substantive alterations are concerned with climate change.

Looking at what is happening on the ground, there has been a continued investment in housing, the supply and quality of offices have kept pace with demand, industrial land is being actively managed, there has been significant progress on key transport projects and early progress in addressing climate change.

DM asked whether the strategic drivers of change were standing the test of time. There is little change in population or economic growth forecasts (Population Scenario 8.1 of the 2004 Plan shows little difference from Scenario 8.07 in the proposed alterations allowing for net migration flows), the environmental imperative has become a critical issue, lifestyle and values have become more important following the threats of international terrorism, little change in new technology is expected and the challenges of social justice demand continued action to ensure greater benefits for the most disadvantaged communities deriving from London’s success.

The greatest growth in population 1991-2003 has been in Westminster, Camden, Kensington and Chelsea, Brent, Barnet, Tower Hamlets and Newham of between 27 and 46,000 and the least in the outer east boroughs from a loss of 6,000 to an increase of 8,000. Projected increases between 2006 and 21 are expected to be greatest in Westminster, Kensington and Chelsea, Southwark, Tower Hamlets and Newham, of between 31,400 and 45,900 over the period compared with the outer east boroughs together with Harrow and Sutton being the least likely to grow in a range from a loss of 8,600 to a gain of 9,900.

Employment forecasts show a slight reduction in growth compared with 2004 – there was actually a fall in jobs in 2002, but the projection shows early recovery from this.

Sectoral losses continue in manufacturing, construction and public administration, together with lesser  falls in transport and communications jobs, while business and other services continue to dominate the growth sectors together with hotels and restaurants, with lesser gains in health and education, financial services and wholesale jobs. Greatest growth is occurring in central and west London around Heathrow (30 to 82,000 per borough between 1991 and 2003). The same areas are projected to grow between 2006 and 26 with additions of between 41 and 130,000). [Hardly the success of Thames Gateway that has been a key feature of the plan DR].

The key areas for change covered in the further alterations are

1. Climate Change

2. London as a World City and the London Economy

3. Housing – Tackling Social Exclusion and London’s “Liveability”

4. Transport

5. The Olympic and Paralympic Games

6. London’s Geography [?]

Climate Change.

The Mayor is encouraging behavioural change by individuals to conserve energy and water, adopt more sustainable travel patterns, reduce the amount of waste we create and managing environmentally friendly methods of disposal.

The proposed alterations “tackle more structural issues associated with climate change in our City. [This actually means that they would like to, not that they have!]

“They set out ways in which development, transport, the environment and changing urban form can better deal with its effects, and also help conditions from becoming even worse.”

CO2 emissions from London currently amount to 42m tonnes/year of which 42% comes from domestic buildings and 29% from commercial, with transport accounting for 21% and the remaining 7% is industrial. Domestic emissions derive predominantly from space heating 54%, heating hot water 22% and from lighting and appliances 20%.  (Cooking accounts for just 3%).

The aim is to reduce CO2 emissions by 60% in the period 1990 to 2050 at the rates of 15% by 2010, 20% by 2015, 25% by 2020 and 30% by 2025. The Mayor “will require” developments to achieve a reduction in CO2 emissions of 20% from onsite renewable energy generation.

To achieve this requires radical policies to achieve these targets to include lifetime design innovation, incentivised new technology, greater use of sustainable materials, the management of flood risk and surface run off, minimising overheating, minimising waste movement, refining building regulations, minimising energy use, and decentralised energy systems Decentralised combined heat and power substantially reduces heat loss from power generation and reduces the need for active cooling systems. Hydrogen is seen as an alternative to fossil fuels.

Initiatives for London’s economy and as a World City include updating office provision benchmarks, clarifying mixed use policy, emphasising the roles of retailing and leisure in rejuvenating town centres, The West End Greenwich Peninsula and Wembley opportunity areas, clarifying industrial land management guidance and increasing the hotel bedroom target to 50,000 more by 2026.

Office jobs. There is a need for 7.7 million sq m more floorspace for half a million more office jobs with emphasis on growth in the North and North East sectors as well of course as CAZ.

The new homes target is 30,650 per year. Density guidelines need to be clarified, allowing adaptation to climate change. The affordable housing threshold has been reduced to 10. There needs to be greater emphasis on health issues and the needs of children, including a “new play policy”. A new strategic park strategy is proposed to increase “access to nature”. Two areas are proposed: centred on Barnet and Merton and Sutton. There is a need to develop a “Green Network concept for example for East London’s Green Grid and the “Green Arc”. Support is being given to London Tree and Woodland Framework and to geological site protection.

Transport.

The strategy emphasises more effective use of existing and planned capacity, integration of investment with public realm improvements, greater emphasis on reducing CO2 emissions (including promoting hydrogen and low carbon energy sources), improved public transport security and safety, exploring the government’s road use pricing proposals and improvements to the cycling and walking environment.

Main Rail proposals continue to be Thameslink expansion and Crossrail with extensions to the orbital network and the opening of CTRL. The light rail network is unchanged, (still including The West London Tram).

Three new River Crossings at Silvertown, the Woolwich extension to DLR and Thames Gateway Bridge still form part of the preoposals.

The 2012 Olympic Games requires mayoral guidance to ensure a lasting legacy and catalyst for regenerating the Lower Lea Valley, facilitating major transport improvements, ensuring increased access to facilities and economic opportunities for deprived areas and communities, promoting design quality, safety, security, inclusivity and sustainability and ensuring that the Games and legacy are exemplars for climate change.

London’s Geography. The sub regional boundaries have been revised and are now more radial, there is a new West End Special Retail Policy Area, there should be greater links with adjoining regions, recognition of the regionally important M11 corridor, revised Strategic Industrial locations, updated areas for regeneration, and opportunity areas.

Outside CAZ It is expected that 70% of existing employment and 63% of London’s growth to 2026 will be outside CAZ. This requires structural challenges  for large scale office occupiers giving economic opportunities for office consolidation, selective renewal and a repositioned “offer”. Residentialisation [Home Working?] should produce 230 jobs per 000 population.

Existing neighbourhoods: a sustainable future for the 21st century. Environmental quality and selective growth, social, environmental and physical infrastructure and recognising local distinctiveness.

New Supplementary Guidance is proposed as follows:

1. Meeting the needs of London’s Diverse Communities

2. Retail Need and Town Centres

3. Renewable Energy

4. Benchmark Standards for Childrens Play and Informal Recreation

5. East London Green Grid Network

The planned timetable is as follows:

Assembly and Functional Bodies Draft May 2006

Formal Public Consultation Sep-Dec 2006

EIP May/June 2007

Panel Report Sep 2007

Review Published Spring 2008

Mayoral Election May 2008

2. Michael Edwards

Alternatives…
for the London Plan further alterations

ME began by challenging the assumption of the Mayor’s prerogative to determine that the Vision is not open to review. It is important that the Plan is robust and that to achieve this may require that some other things apart from those which he wished to change may require fundamental review too.

Housing problem of London / South East
(recap from February)
ME explained that London’s growth is a poverty machine as well as a wealth machine, and this appears not to have been properly addressed.
The key problem appears to be that housing costs are bad for business too and so we need to get housing costs down, not just for the poor, but for everyone.
We are in danger of creating a spiral for London which will eject the poor and middle income groups. (Gyurko et al)

procedure,  substance,   methodology 
The second concern is that the Plan seems to encourage over-centralised employment, and an associated (and costly) transport infrastructure. There needs therefore to be an exploration of more polycentric options (cf Robson, Hall, Simmons)

We should stop being so passive in the face of developers’ over-concentration (think of +Paris, +Barcelona, -Berlin) resulting in a clamp down on CAZ fringe

The third matter is that the plan is forever optimistic and should consider lower growth paths

· explore other demographic, econ and housing forecasts

· better balances within the UK

· lowering expectations of housing price rises

· better retention of sectors other than FBS when the pressure on space is reduced

Current forecasting is questionable since it is based on a current projection basis with 
· controversial base years

· “leaning a ladder against a brick”
· each projection independent from others

Instead ME proposed alternatively: modelling using conditional forecasts taking assumption ranges including
· stress on inter-relationships, especially

· determinants of house prices/rents

· transport capacity < > density (jobs, pop)

· determinants of energy use/saving

ME was concerned that sooner (these revisions) or later we must confront

(a) alternative contexts

· crisis or slower growth in Finance and Business Services
· significant reductions in international travel

· immigration of cheap workers dries up or diverts

· so London has to bear the real costs of reproducing its labour force

· regional policy returns to favour

· global warming taken seriously (this gets a tick in the proposed revisions)

· Households grow by 36,000 p.a. - Alan Holmans on 14/03/06 (see projections in T&CP April 06) compared with the figure planned of 23,000 in the proposed Plan Revision)
(b) choices facing London

Price paid for this kind of growth is too high

· homelessness, crowding, housing subsidies

· firms become uncompetitive

· infrastructure costs (Crossrail etc)

· redistribute through regional policy

· reduce the speculative flows

· dampen property price expectations

· defend social rental stock seriously

· reform land policy (Thames Gateway and elsewhere) so housing needs can be met directly, not indirectly via developers’ S106.

3. Martin Simmons

This is a personal response...

I'd like to try to conflate four concerns arising from the current 'Assembly Version'.

1. The failure to quantify housing requirement for the decade 2017 -2026, contrasting with employment growth which is projected to 2026 and to be provided for. Projected

London workforce growth undershoots employment growth significantly: 720,000 compared with 847,0002006-26. Without an indication of how housing will match employment in the second half of the revised Plan period, we don't know the extent to which London's labour supply will be sufficient to sustain employment growth, especially in the leading Finance and Business Services {office) sector, and the extent to which it will need more in-commuting. This I expect to be a serious concern to adjoining regions.

2. The failure of the Mayor so far to deliver on his intention {in the 'Statement of Intent') to improve the economy, vitality and sustainability of outer London {'London's Suburbs') which he saw as 'a major item for Review'. In this draft it isn't. I calculate from the GLA's 2006 borough-level employment projections to 2026 that the 20 boroughs which can be regarded as 'outer London' would see 173,000 of the total 847,000 job growth, and 79,000 of that is attributed to five west London boroughs largely due to the 'Heathrow effect'. If these projections are to be the basis for planning provision for economic development, outer London's long-run relative economic decline seems set to continue. I do not regard that as a sustainable approach: instead we need a much more proactive focus to raise the competitiveness of outer London's key centres and opportunity areas.

3. The Mayor's proposed pattern of sub-regions. While I hold no brief for the present pattern, the proposal for five 'wedges', doing away with the Central London sub-region, does not strike me as possessing the claimed 'fitness for purpose' and seems more to do with administrative convenience. I see two serious flaws. First, they seek to bind outer London more closely to the centre in economic terms, giving the sense that outer London residents will become increasingly more reliant on central London –Central Activities Zone {CAZ) -jobs and services, obfuscating {particularly in the data presented) the economic needs and potentials of outer London. Second, they do not fit the principal features of the spatial development structure: the CAZ, which is split between the five, and the London parts of the two Government Growth Areas (Thames Gateway and London-Stansted-Cambridge-Peterborough) which are both split between two sub-regions. These -and definition of the new London to Luton corridor –require unified development and investment frameworks which would need to be outside this sub-regional structure. So in terms of delivering on key elements of the growth strategy, I wonder what the new sub-regions are for, and see little point in further implementational Sub-Regional Development Frameworks (SRDFs) on this basis.

4 The need to look beyond the Greater London boundary. This was another theme in the Mayor's Statement of Intent and there are welcome references to the importance of

inter-regional collaboration. However, these are not reflected in the stance taken on the matters I have already referred to. There is a lack of reference to or understanding of the development situation in and intentions for the sub-regions adjoining London in the emerging East of England and South East Regional Spatial strategies: their parts of Thames Gateway with large economic development land capacity; the Stansted/M 11 part of LSCP with extensive growth proposals for Harlow; the South East's London Fringe sub-region with projected employment growth four times that for adjoining South London; the burgeoning Western Corridor where job growth is forecast to exceed workforce growth by a substantial margin, The implications of regional planning intentions for these areas, related to how the draft London Plan Alterations regard outer London and London generally, requires much more attention.

So how to conflate these matters into a regional spatial strategy that takes proper account of functional realities across the wider metropolitan region? I believe the key lies in the growth areas and development corridors which the draft Alterations already indicates. I therefore urge the Mayor to address the issues I have raised by giving much more attention between now and the autumn statutory consultation draft to highlighting the potential of these main elements of the spatial strategy, in terms of three related factors:-

· Their interface with The CAZ (with the Isle of Dogs) and its unified development framework, particularly as regards labour supply.

· The key town centres and opportunity areas within them, linked to transport accessibility as a critical competitiveness criterion, including improvements to orbital public transport to spread the benefits, particularly in outer London.

· The way they interface with the situation beyond the London Boundary and the drivers of growth there. This is critical both in the different circumstances of the two growth areas, where economic regeneration is the foremost aim, and in the London Fringe and Western Corridor situations where the London Plan concepts of the Wandle to Gatwick corridor and the Western Wedge framework for sub-regional interaction need further development; and also in the emerging London to Luton corridor (where lam preparing a paper for the North London Strategic Alliance). So far as linkage with the South East RSS is concerned, the opportunity arises to secure meaningful collaboration through its Examination-in-Public arranged for the end of the year.

4. Sir Peter Hall
Sir Peter posed the general spatial issue WHICH WAY WILL LONDON GO?
Its planning needs to take account of New Population Projections and Household Composition. Proper consideration of this will lead to consideration of What Housing will they want?

He asked several key questions which need to be answered by the Review 
· How big (how dense?) can London get?

· (Barcelona North? or Kowloon-on-Thames?)

· Where are the opportunities – in the Middle Ring or the Outer Ring? This in turn results in having to confront 
· How big the overspill?

· How far divert to 3 key corridors?

· How far can it be pushed?

· “Far-out” policy: more sustainable in long run?

· (But remember J.M. Keynes!)

PH queried whether the Green Belt is still legitimately sacred?

In considering the opportunities in Middle Ring ie up to 6 miles from centre

He speculated whether  a suburban Orbirail/ Orbinet could connect Semi-Detached London or whether it is in fact “An Impregnable Bailiwick?”
10 “Metropolitan Centres” in Outer London

He invited consideration of previous major regional plans for the Capital and wider area: Greater London Plan 1944, SE Strategy 1967 and Sustainable Communities 2003 and the Mayor of London’s Plan 2004

Comparing the different solutions posed by these different strategies he returned to the question “Which Green Belt?” and invited closer consideration of Self-Containment and Commuting, The 40-Mile Effect and their relationship to the 
Key Questions he had posed above.
5. Drummond Robson: 

London Plan Key Diagram

The key diagram of the adopted London Plan shows two sustainable communities growth corridors to the north and east and two development corridors – to the south and west. It is difficult to reconcile just what these aspirations mean given the Plan’s assumptions


1. That London should meet its own housing needs


2. That the growth areas run through the Metropolitan Green Belt which should be preserved. 


The three airports outside the London boundary should also be mentioned. 


I should like to look more closely at this regional interface.


Michael and Martin have provided the basis to enable me to examine some spatial considerations which follow from what seems to me inevitable: namely that London not merely cannot but should not contain its own growth within its administrative boundaries, but that urban and rural areas on either side of the London boundary should create more collaborative mixed urban-rural solutions to their mutual benefit. 

Rural Urban Fringe

I am talking about areas like those at the edge of London, which do not know whether they are town or country or something else. From the London perspective they are hidden, mysterious and confusing and from the local perspective jealously guarded by the CPRE against what is perceived as the threat of the Great Wen.

Household Growth
First some comparative regional figures. 

The number of households in England is projected to increase from 20.9 million to 25.7 million between 2003 and 2026, an annual growth of 209,000 a year. 

The ODPM’s data shows that of the 209,000 average household formation rate 36,200 will be in London, a similar 36,300 in the South East and a further 27,800 in the East - in round terms a third in each area, tempered by the strength of differential regional support or resistance.

These are largely trend based predictions, and almost certainly underestimates made more questionable by uncertainty over rapidly changing migration patterns. 

Average Journey to Work Times and Distances
As well as showing the relative extent of the three regions (in which London is dwarfed) London and the Home Counties are increasingly interdependent, as this growth in journey to work distances (as well as numbers) between 1991 and 2001 shows.

Urban Affluence and Rural Decline

In spite of this interdependence the contrasts between urban affluence and rural decline are stark indeed. 

London is a similar size to Hertfordshire but has 7 times the population. The average gross residential densities are 46 and 6 persons to the hectare respectively.

DEFRA says that the farming industry in the Eastern Region as a whole suffered a decline in farm incomes of 75% over the period 1997-9. This is while London prospered and house prices grew rapidly. 

In addition to this farms are being forced to diversify to sell direct to the public, use their property for bed and breakfast accommodation, provide leisure facilities and trade with other businesses.

Impracticality of Densifying the Suburbs Further

A plan from the GLDP report of studies has no more recent update that I am aware of but it emphasises the massive growth of the suburban area after 1914, reinforcing the pattern shown by the growth in minor roads

Comparison with the London’s Strategic Open Space Network should remind us that it is easier to justify increasing densities in urban London with its formal parks than in suburban areas where a closer balance has been, and has to be, struck between building and the natural environment. Making suburbs urban, except at major transport nodes is impractical and unrealistic without severe damage to their leafy character. In spite of GLA pressure, housing growth in the suburbs has been slow and is unlikely to increase for very good reasons.

Discontinuity between Current Regional Plans for London and Its Neighbours 

The extent of the built up area with its main road and (largely radial) rail network linked to an outer London and M25 motorway network, is largely limited by the Metropolitan Green Belt. 
The Green Belt

The reviews of London and its adjoining regions take place independently of each other, ignoring their interdependence. As David Lock says “Green Belt is already a green blanket suppressing sustainable forms of development and perpetuating unsustainable travel habits”.

There is nothing new in the idea of growth through the Green Belt. The principle was recognised, somewhat tentatively, in 1967, in the South East Regional Planning Council’s Strategy for the South East. 

The difference is that the growth pressure for space and movement from within London was then far less than it is now. 

Environment’s Permanent Secretary Dame Evelyn Sharp said as long ago as 1969 “…the idea that at some time a city becomes too big for comfort and must be prevented from spreading by a green belt seems now altogether too rigid.” 

The Green Belt has endured for 51 years. It is time to ask if it is still fit for purpose.

Green Belt Origins and Purposes

The original idea was Raymond Unwin’s Green Girdle, about 2-2½ miles wide which should be acquired by the State. Abercrombie, who both wanted New Towns and was also first Chairman of the CPRE, expanded the idea to ensure that he got his new discrete and expanded settlements in the zone beyond the Green Belt. As he said in the Greater London Plan “The need for decentralisation arises from the twofold desire to improve housing conditions in those areas which are overcrowded, and to reduce the concentration of industry in the London area which has caused the expansion of the metropolis to a size which has become quite unmanageable, and one which has made London a race of straphangers.” Neither of these problems was solved, indeed the latter has got worse. It is also hardly a positive basis for planning the 12-15 mile wide space between them across which more commuters than ever travel daily.

The Green Girdle and subsequent Green Belt were partly justified as a lung providing recreation for Londoners. In practice acquisition costs of the much larger area of Green Belt were prohibitive so it was not possible to make much of the land publicly accessible, so that London’s National Park was an illusion. 

The recreation argument was quietly dropped as one of the Green Belt’s purposes, and became merely a possibility once the land had been designated.

Now it is difficult to do almost anything new  in what is a huge area other than ensure that it is both open (whatever that means)  and permanent.

Extent of the Green Belt

There appears no longer to be a single coherent clear map of London’s Green Belt. The latest Departmental Map showing I have been able to find of the whole Green Belt and settlements in any detail is at least 20 years old, It shows the built up area of London barely encroaching on the pale green of the neighbouring shires, let alone the darker green additions of the 1970’s and 80s.
The argument is that the boundaries and policies are to be found in local plans only. What this tends to mean is that the land is excessively protected, largely without any strategic perspective. This approach is encouraged by CPRE.

Most of the Green Belt is publicly inaccessible. For example, apart from the National Trust’s Ashridge Estate in the Chilterns AONB at 1,600 hectares (4,000 acres), the largest Wood in Hertfordshire is now only about 120 hectares (300 acres) in a county of 164,000 hectares. 

By 2004 The Metropolitan Green Belt of London and the Home Counties covered 601,410 hectares, of which some only 34,880 hectares or less than 6% is in London.

Greater London covers 158,000 hectares or an area about ¼ the size of  the green belt. In order to protect it we have unquestioningly been forced to accept that London densities should increase, perhaps in the mistaken belief that we have the Green Belt as a lung to use if we want to. We can’t. It is also a myth that one Green Belt objective is nature conservation. It isn’t. 

Green Belt Purposes and Usage

So just what is this huge area of land doing? I can find no plan or statistics that says what it is used for. You won’t even find any such Green Belt data on DEFRA’s website.

Some is agriculture, some is recreation, some is built on, often with large private gardens, some is waste land and some has such green uses as the M25. How much is used for what does not appear to have been asked in the clamour to have more of it.

Purposes

All the PPG2 purposes are aimed at fashioning towns, not the countryside. The only countryside purpose is expressed negatively – to stop building on it. 

The guidance merely encourages use of defined Green Belt for public access, sport, recreation, retention and enhancement of landscapes, agriculture and forestry securing nature conservation interest, and restoring damaged land. Yet no financial mechanisms are in place to support these desirable aims, so that improvements tend to be very slow or stalled.

Remarkably the extent to which the use of land fulfils these objectives is however not itself a material factor in the inclusion of land within a Green Belt, or in its continued protection.

“The use of the land for food production is now much reduced due largely to changes in the market gardening industry. Central government has recognised that the rural economy and the agricultural industry continue to undergo major changes and is encouraging farm diversification”. (Broxbourne local plan).

There is no need for a zone some 12-15 miles wide to separate communities, (Hyde Park is quite wide enough at less than ¾ mile to keep Kensington apart from Paddington), provide so extensively for London’s agriculture and, as we have seen it certainly does not provide for recreational needs since most of it is inaccessible to the general public contrary to the original idea. Even its contribution to nature conservation and wildlife is not proven to be better than the suburbs. We can dismiss its significance to Global warming, on the same basis that the East of England Panel considers that the whole of the East of England’s growth of half a million new homes will have insignificant impact on the planet. 

It is time for some clear thinking about this planning icon, which, like a well known painting, we admire without stopping to examine. It is also time to treat this huge area less rigidly so that proper use is made of it apart from ensuring increased travel distances across or round it in its full context of London and the adjoining regions.

Hoarding Green Belt for the day that we may need more of it for agriculture again is not the answer. The same principle was tried for a time to keep land for manufacturing, but this has now been largely abandoned. 

Models for London’s Growth

We need to find alternative models for London’s growth which relate to the growth taking place in the adjoining regions.

A working model we can learn from is provided by Copenhagen’s Finger plan. 
The key features of the Finger Plan are:

1. It allows Diversity.

2. Central and focal functions take place in the “hand”.

3. It allows transition from centre of gravity to radials. 

4. It provides organised public transport corridors for longer trips – the fingers and flexible private transport for shorter in the green lower accessibility zones between.

5. It allows for wide density ranges, higher in the fingers and lower density spaces between.

6. There is a longer perimeter interface to combine town-country than a circle.

7. It brings green space closer to the city.

8. It takes pressure off the centre.

Edinburgh is proposing a similar pattern which considers the principle in more detail. Note the features of it: Settlements connected by high capacity public transport as well as linked to Green wedges. It emphasises the separation between settlements and townships with local green buffers and enables wider access to the countryside.
The principle is both flexible and adaptable.
Application to London

Growth corridors through the Green belt seem therefore the inevitable approach, using established route systems to ease the pressures of cramming the suburbs while allowing growth at the centre. This is clearly representational and would need refining in detail heavily influenced by transport capacities. The two AONBs of Chilterns and North Downs provide limitations to growth in these two directions, except through the established transport corridor gaps of the West Coast Main Line/A41 and Thameslink/M23.

Growth needs to be complemented by investment in improving and managing the intervening green areas as a price for allowing building development.

The long perimeter provided by the finger principle offers some of the most exciting and stimulating design challenges with new forms of development replacing the current clash of town with country.

Developments such as this at West Stevenage which, after initial costs, are undoubtedly very profitable for the housebuilders and should, (unlike this scheme)  in future be required to contribute to improving and maintaining more of the adjoining farmland, making more of it publicly accessible and planted for the benefit of new residents and visitors. It would certainly offer an alternative way to reduce the obesity problem than the less environmentally friendly LA Fitness Centres and go some way towards Abercrombie’s goals of planning (which, you remember of course, were beauty health and convenience).

It as much up to us to ensure that politicians do not misrepresent the true nature of Green Belts (using the BANANA principle of “Build Absolutely Nothing Anywhere Near Anyone) but rather examine those areas which need and can afford to contribute to agriculture, forestry and recreation, and those which require development subsidy to enable them to happen. I just hope the idea can gain political acceptance by both major parties rather than simply collapsing as too difficult under the voting weight of NIMBYism. 

Without a measure of this kind a better quality of life in the more restricted confines of London will be limited to the few at the expense of the many. 

The Chairman invited discussion on the five presentations…..
DM said that the Mayor was not intending to review the green belt within London, although she also said that dialogue with neighbouring authorities is important and is continuing.

BW asked how density is tackled in the Plan. DM responded by referring to the Density Matrix which offers a range applicable to different conditions. The question was widened to consider the quality of liveability and space standards which should perhaps be considered further. ME stressed the need for density to be based on floorspace as on the continent, rather than on numbers of dwellings or rooms.

BW was concerned at the increasing growth in requirements placed on applicants and developers in relation to sustainability, not only at the strategic planning level but also in what is more and more duplicated at design stage to justify sustainable energy levels, down to the performance of building materials. We are witnessing a terrific overburden of regulation in this. 

ME commented that there were now all sorts of plans to consider, not just strategic ones. Many of the documents are inherently fine but tend to disregard the practice. Statistics for example tend to disregard whether permissions are implemented or not.

Tim Wacher made several points

1. Transport strategy needs to be more closely linked to other aspects of the plan in the review.

2. Transport Development Areas should be more strongly promoted, to create higher densities at transport nodes and lower densities elsewhere. This would assist the GLA to meet its growth forecasts. 

3. He highlighted that whatever views there are about the Green Belt there is a clear need to recognise that it creates a land scarcity which  forces house prices to rise by between 35% and 45% more than they would have been.
Lee Mallett said that the plan was too tentative in its approach to the suburbs, where the plan’s growth predictions are very optimistic. The jobs are not being provided there and policy needs to facilitate greater densities.

Martin Simmons said that the Green Belt argument warrants further attention on the basis of corridors such as London to Stansted. It should also allow a revision of Green Belt boundaries to reflect realities such as the growth of Ebbsfleet around the new CTRL station. London-Stansted-Peterborough corridor includes an extensive proposal to release land outside Harlow. West Stevenage needs to be followed by developments where housing growth is related  more fully to other uses. This consideration will pick up many of the Outer London opportunities in structure and relate them more fully to patterns within London.
MS endorsed the proposals for TDAs and said the Review should relate to the sustainability of high transport accessibility. The principle is contained in PTALs and is worth revisiting.

A comment was made about the impracticality of trying to provide terraced mews houses with roof terraces for amenity on postage stamp sites.
DR asked DM whether the changes of political complexion after May 4 had made any difference to policy or the proposed plan review. DM did not consider that it had, certainly as yet. ME added that policy was undoubtedly forcing prices up and that it was no longer right simply to disregard any strategy options other than the one already adopted which was fuelling this problem.
ME wondered whether office growth was taking place in Outer London. The conventional wisdom is that it is not, but this is against institutional yardsticks which will disregard the value of back offices and the contribution small scale office accommodation provides as an economic stimulus (incubators?). DM considered that the Outer London office market is weak and that suburban office accommodation has suffered with rents of between £20 and £25/sf which are uneconomic to develop. 

Tim Wacher said that suburban petrol filling stations were being converted to residential rather than office accommodation which is an indicator of the relative strengths of residential and office markets. It was accepted that there is a stronger office market outside London beyond the M25 and in the London fringe in areas such as Weybridge and Redhill.
Martin Simmons stressed that it was a mistake to ignore the wider economic context for London, which the present review appears to be doing.

The Chairman thanked the five speakers for their presentations and UCL for arranging the afternoon.

Housekeeping

The next meeting is scheduled for 19th September at 2.30pm at CABE (Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment) Committee Rooms 2 and 3 at 1 Kemble Street London, WC2B 4AN (off Kingsway, nearest tube Holborn). The topics:

• Design and access statements: How to write them and how to read them – presentation of CABE guidance by Esther Kurland followed by discussion.

• Guidance on preparing transport assessments: Transport for London has published best practice guidance on preparing transport assessments for major developments in the capital. Sam Richards of TfL is invited to introduce this and lead discussion.

• Householder Development Consents review and Kate Barker's interim report. 
The minutes of 14 March were accepted with no matters arising. 
Alastair Gaskin, Honorary Treasurer said that he would be pursuing those whose subscriptions were outstanding and confirmed that payment towards colour printing of the next Planning in London could be met from the LPDF account and leave a balance of some £750.        
There was no other business.
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