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Let’s see more
synergy in London

A Labour government, a Labour Mayor of London. At last, signs of synergy between national and capital
governance. The Mayor has declared his ambition for a Mayoral Development Corporation for Oxford
Street (and possibly Soho if some people get their way, but this feels unlikely). After decades of dither
and decline, could this be the end of the beginning for the capital’s street of shame?

Then Deputy Prime Minister Rayner writes to Sadiq Khan scrapping Michael Gove's earlier directive to
him to review the London Plan’s policy on housing delivery on industrial sites and Opportunity Area
Policies, in favour of a ‘partnership approach’ between the Labour government and the Mayor on
London’s housing policy. Could be a good thing if some real synergy materialises. While London’s
industrial sites are a precious and shrinking commodity, especially in inner boroughs, plenty of them
could accommodate other uses and greater densities.

Meanwhile rays of sunlight peak through the post-2008, Brexit, Covid, Trussonomics clouds as the
Bank of England gets frisky about cutting interest rates. These are all planning matters. How to drive the
necessary transformations that will deliver what London needs and avoid decline.

There are only two MDCs in the capital now. The London Legacy Development Corporation, where
planning powers have already returned, after 18 years of the ODA and its successor the LLDC, to
Newham, and the Old Oak and Park Royal MDC launched in 2015, now building stuff. There are no less
than 47 Opportunity Areas, many of them with trans-borough boundaries. And there are other crucial
places or pieces of urban infrastructure which urgently require greater collaborative thinking which
boroughs are not usually good at.

Take the route from King's Cross south down King’s Cross Road, on to Farringdon Road past the new
epicentre Farringdon station and Smithfield, over Blackfriars Bridge and down to the Elephant & Castle.
This is one of London’s major north south thoroughfares. It might not require a development
corporation, but it does need more joined up thinking.

Or take the much larger piece of the Royal Docks and the Beckton Riverside. Here there has been
joined up thinking with plans prepared by the GLA, TfL, LB Newham, the GLA Royal Docks Team and a
planning framework created with major elements emerging into place. But the regeneration of the area
has taken too long when London has needed so much new development, especially housing. The
economic and social cost of waiting 40 years or more for this slice of it to be fully brought back to life is
huge. We need to find more effective ways of delivering faster more certain, perhaps more pragmatic
regeneration, now that we've had 40 years of practice.

With Labour in Westminster and in charge of the GLA, growth could be accelerated to help younger
generations find a future in the capital and help pay for whatever will succeed national ‘levelling up’.
Whatever it takes. Development corporations or partnership working, or just better visioning and
planning, London is the key to creating growth and driving votes for whichever party wants them. >>>
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N he P begi
ow the Party begins ...
A good strategy  Labour’s inevitable election triumph creates an opportunity to address today’s most important social
for the new issue— the acute shortage of housing, especially for younger people. Will policies announced pre- and
overnment post-election achieve the desired result — an additional 1.5 million homes over five years?
g The idea that ‘bulldozing’ the planning system will produce that result suggests a wilful disregard
would be to for the consequences of smashing things up, and a failure to understand what is involved in delivering
avoid focusing (as opposed to talking about it) housing at scale.
on failure Successive administrations have fiddled with planning with the contradictory aims of more
. d ' consultation and greater speed. This has not improved delivery. Labour’s love affair with Create
Instea ) Streets, which pretends if beauty were the guiding principle behind development, then permissions
analysing would flow, was always nonsense. In a sensible move, Angela Rayner has proposed removal of ‘beauty’

examples of
success at scale,
past and recent

and ‘beautiful’ from the NPPF.

Another fantasy policy is that creating ‘new towns' is a panacea for shortage. Remember Labour’s
eco-towns?

New settlements by all means, but new towns take 20 years to create, during which time it makes
little sense to build homes surrounded by infrastructure work. Michael Gove suggested creating
multiple development corporations, to move more quickly. But this conversion to public sector-led
initiatives was a tissue-thin response to Conservative nimbies, who halted their party’s support of
other ‘socialist’ measures like housing targets. Labour have resurrected these. Good, but targets are not
the same as buildings.

Things can only get better, to coin a phrase. The decision to review Green Belt land is sensible, but
threats of compulsory purchase below market rates spells trouble. Surely Labour remembers its
Community Land Act?

Support for of local authorities directly procuring homes will continue (it started politically with
the Kate Barker housing review commissioned by Gordon Brown. She has produced a follow-up report
noting few of her recommendations have been adopted). You might expect Labour to give council
housing a big push, but how will it will be funded? These days, governments seem to need a proxy to
help or persuade others to build, rather than a body (Homes England) getting directly involved in
procurement and project management. We know how to do this — look at Stratford’s Olympic Village.

There other low-cost policies the new government might consider. A quick win would be to bring
back penal surcharges and electoral disqualification for councillors who block permissions by
unreasonable rejection of officers’ advice. Ditto the lack of moral or financial hazard in individuals
blocking significant development via judicial review.

Or what about a programme you might call ‘homes without construction’? There are vast numbers
of empty properties, including potential dwellings above shops. Sticks and carrots might encourage
their re-use. Revaluation for council tax, heavily upwards, would encourage owners of unused-
bedroom properties to let them out or down-size.

Letting properties is, however, unlikely to continue, especially since the Conservatives’ recent attack
on landlords was criticised by Labour for not going far enough. Pragmatism about bringing property
into use should outweigh Labour’s dislike of property owners — excepting rentier Labour MPs.

Labour wants to be the party that supports housebuilders. It will not be if it smashes up planning. It
should refine or eliminate policies that block or delay. The more you use complex design codes,
phoney net-zero measures, outlandish cycle requirements, biodiversity net gain, planning gain
negotiations etc, the more you squeeze out smaller builders. The big players go their own way and if
you rely on them to build your social programme, you are depending on the wrong people.

A good strategy for the new government would be to avoid focusing on failure, instead analysing
examples of success at scale, past and recent. Post-1945 housing production peaked in private and
public sectors in 1968. | seem to remember we had a Labour government.
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