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Session 4

Session 4 – Housing, other matters

a. Does the FALP strike the right balance between increasing densities 

on large sites, sites in town centres and sites close to public transport 

nodes and;

i. Respecting the character and appearance of the surrounding 

area?

ii. Providing a range of types and size of accommodation to 

meet the needs of families and those with particular needs 

such as the elderly? 

Though the alterations do not explicitly mention tall buildings, increasing densities will be interpreted as tall buildings and will lead to more tall buildings being consented.  The alterations will lead to a push for tall buildings in town centres, thus treating town centres as if they were Opportunity Areas. We are concerned that a free hand will be given to Boroughs to redesignate town centres as they wish, especially given the pressure of the housing supply figures, and this will be done without respect for the existing character of the town centres.  The evidence points to the diverse offer and performance of town centres, but the alteration would allow all town centres to be sites for residential densification.  If town centres are the new Opportunity Areas, they need protections in place so that their development is done far more sensitively than we have evidenced in the Opportunity Areas.  

Do tall buildings revitalize town centres?  We see evidence (for example the Strata tower at the Elephant and Castle) where the tall building has swept away thriving businesses and created an area around itself which feels as though it belongs to the tall building and is in fact sterile.  Mixed uses are a problem for large residential developments, as evidenced by the failure to let ground floor retail and office space at the Strata and on other sites at the Elephant and Castle, at Woodberry Down, at Arsenal.  This does not bode well for the future of town centres.
The alteration in Policy 3.7 and paragraph 3.42 permitting large new developments to “define their own characteristics” seems to be inconsistent with Policy 7.7 and paragraph 7.25 which say tall and large buildings must relate well to the surrounding character.  
At the moment, higher densities would at least be measured against the characteristics of the wider area but the alteration would make the character of the wider area irrelevant.  Our strongly held view is that if the London Plan is encouraging much higher densities then it must reiterate the need to reflect and respect the wider characteristics of the area in terms of massing, height and design; or explicitly rule out tall buildings unless within an Opportunity Area.
We seek the deletion of the alteration in paragraph 3.42 and the insertion of wording as above.
We are concerned that tall buildings are often not appropriate for elderly people (who can feel trapped in their flat), or children who need play space and informal recreation facilities, incorporating trees and greenery (policy 3.8).  In line with the concept of lifetime neighbourhoods (policy 7.1) older people need good access to shopping and services and to be able to enhance social relationships and there is a need to redress isolation.  Town centres can therefore be appropriate, but clear guidance is needed where high density developments are proposed.   
The London Plan Housing SPG November 2012 (page 125) says “higher density developments in town centre locations may not be appropriate for households with children if adequate infrastructure/ amenities cannot be put in place.  Lower density schemes provide an opportunity to provide higher proportions of both social/affordable rent housing and intermediate family provision.”  Policies 3.8Bb, 3.11A and 3.11Bb place great importance on affordable housing provision for families, due to over-crowding and the concentration of families in the backlog of housing need.  This strategic priority risks being undermined by the alterations as currently worded.  There is no clear guidance in the SPG on how maximising density will address the needs of families and this needs to be provided through the alteration if the policy is to be sound. 
b. Is the anticipated need for between 20,000 and 31,000 new places 

for students based on robust evidence? 

No.  This seems to be based on evidence from private providers on what they can deliver.  Figures from the National Union of Students show this is an underestimation of need.  There is a significant and accelerating mismatch between the type of provision that is being supplied and the type of accommodation that is needed, taking into account the capacity to pay.  Paragraph 3.52 as currently worded encourages a model that is unsustainable.  To be sound, it should distinguish between the need for affordable student accommodation and the need for high end student accommodation.
c. Is a policy which aims to disperse students away from their seats of learning sustainable?
To disperse student accommodation away from the University campuses raises social, environmental and economic issues.  

· Travel costs will be a further pressure on the student budget
· New travel journeys have adverse environmental impact

· Isolation from student life 

These factors have to be balanced with whether the accommodation will be cheaper (potentially yes, if not in zone 1 and if land is easier to assemble) and whether dispersal will ease the impact on local neighbourhoods and the general-purpose housing stock (reducing “studentification”).  Local communities do not support the concentration of private sector purpose built student accommodation, on land that is not adjoining the campus and is needed for other uses. Evidence shows that private student developments (for example the new development at 199 Westminster Bridge Road offering a view of Big Ben, and a swimming pool with a rent of circa £500  per week) are able to outbid other uses such as office and business space as well as general residential. 
The alterations should include clear guidance setting out the circumstances in which dispersal is appropriate, taking into account the issues raised above.  
d. How will affordability (for students) be determined and how will 

affordable housing for students be delivered and retained?
There are 2 distinct student housing markets – those run by the Universities offering lower rents and those run by the private sector charging higher rents.  The rents charged by private providers are excessively high, ranging from £179 - £449 per week (quoted by studies in Islington and Southwark for CIL preparation*).  The Knight Frank Student Property Report 2012 says these are high performers, with excellent profitability and low risk.   
In Southwark, the Council proposes that to qualify for a nil CIL charge schemes based on University nomination must agree to tie rents to a maximum of £168 per week over a period of at least 7 years.  Southwark thus encourages affordable student rents as well as requiring student developments to provide affordable housing for the general population.  
* Islington Student Accommodation Viability Report 2012
   Southwark CIL Background evidence paper April 2014
The evidence shows that affordability is an issue for the majority of students, including international students.  There needs to be a remodeling of student accommodation, so that affordable rents below £168 per week are the norm (and ideally well below this).  This can be helped by the alterations including:-  

A definition of affordability for students, whereby when the rent is paid there is enough left from student maintenance loans and grants to cover the student’s other costs.  The 30% of net income that is a target for social rent and intermediate housing calculations should be applied to students.  This way the definition is based on student means rather than the market rent.
The Boroughs and GLA assisting the Universities with land assembly, to avoid scenarios where only high rent private sector schemes are coming forward.
The wording proposed in paragraph 3.53B should place a requirement on providers to deliver a fixed amount of  affordable student accommodation; setting this target at 50% would correspond with what is expected of general needs housing schemes.
