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Land and Housing: A Response to the Draft London Plan
Cova Cervilla, Jon Gilbert, Jon Slight, Adele Worsley (UCL)
1: Density of new housing
What is the density matrix?
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]The density matrix has (at least in theory) been used by the GLA to control housing density for new buildings across the city. Density is supposed to be related to public transport accessibility, so dense new developments should be located close to transport hubs with frequent services. 
This was embodied with an advisory matrix in which Public Transport Accessibility Level (PTAL) allows you to read off the range of permitted housing densities (see table) for each of three kinds of ‘setting’ (context).
[bookmark: _6z9njzhqdaaj][image: ]
[bookmark: _yhx1of4oae5c]Source: The current London Plan 2016. Policy 3.4.

However, between 2016 and the 2017 draft, the density matrix was scrapped from the London Plan and a more design-led approach has been proposed. 
London Plan 2016 – Chapter 3, 3.4 Optimising Housing Potential 
“Taking into account local context and character, the design principles in Chapter 7 and public transport capacity, development should optimise housing output for different types of location within the relevant density range shown in Table 3.2. Development proposals which compromise this policy should be resisted.” (p. 100)
[bookmark: _1fob9te]London Plan DRAFT 2017 – Chapter 3, Policy D6 Optimising Housing Density 
“Development proposals must make the most efficient use of land and be developed at the optimum density. The optimum density of a development should result from a design-led approach to determine the capacity of the site. Particular consideration should be given to:
1. the site context 
2. its connectivity and accessibility by walking and cycling, and existing and planned public transport (including PTAL)
3. the capacity of surrounding infrastructure.
Proposed residential development that does not demonstrably optimise the housing density of the site in accordance with this policy should be refused.” (p. 117) 
[bookmark: _lt0fwe71bhf4]Our Response:
1.Bring back the density matrix  
The density matrix is a useful tool to ensure that developments with high density are situated in locations near frequent transport services because it enables greater mobility in the city. It would ensure that land gets developed to the most appropriate density standards, meeting the needs for housing in London and protecting the local area. 
Additionally, if the density matrix is enforced by all boroughs, it could ensure a more controlled development of housing in London (see section on capping density). However, if the density matrix is to be brought back, it should include a more complex set of requirements beyond transport. 
There is too much emphasis placed on access to public transport within the density matrix, which brings the danger to forget about the ‘walkable city’ concept. An idea that people can satisfy their daily needs of work, shopping and recreation within walking distance and only have to rely on mechanised transport for more occasional needs. 
Just Space in its Community-led London Plan, 2016 (Quality of New Homes Policy E, p 32) proposes: “A new more sophisticated density matrix that combines housing, social and community infrastructure should be developed. This will take into account household income, financial accessibility to transport, proximity of accessible (both in a physical and financial sense) sport and leisure, community, youth and safe play facilities, levels of overcrowding and preservation of local character.”
2.Capping maximum density
The density matrix, despite being theoretically a very useful tool, was barely followed by developers as they were allowed to negotiate with boroughs and/or the GLA. The majority of residential approvals were outside the range of the density matrix, and the greatest proportion, above the range. The LP Draft 2017 says the “the higher density of a development, the greater the level of scrutiny that is required of its design, particularly the qualitative aspects of the development design” (p. 118) but there is no capping of density. 
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Source: London Plan Annual Monitoring Report 2015/2016, p. 20. 






This is an issue of concern for various reasons, including fears of overcrowding, but most importantly because it further allows the uncontrolled increase in land prices.
This occurs because there is no capping on maximum density and developers have no limit on the land they can build, land value is not determined and, so, can allow the upward spiralling of land prices (find more detailed information here: https://michaeledwards.org.uk/) 
Therefore, it is crucial to ensure that there is a cap on the maximum density of a development, that gets enforced by the authorities when allowing planning permissions. It would bring closer to an end the abuse of developers pushing the inflation of land value.  
The Draft LONDON PLAN 2017, Topic paper: Housing density - https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/london_plan_topic_paper_on_density_policy_and_details_of_research_-_2017_final.pdf 
London First 2015, Redefining Density - http://www.londonfirst.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Redefining-Density-0915.pdf

2: Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment(SHLAA)
What is the SHLAA?
The SHLAA provides a means to identify the amount of housing capacity that can be brought forward during the timescale of the new London Plan to address the capital’s overall housing need. It is a way to assess the extent to which London has the land capacity to meet its housing need, taking into account the range of economic, environmental and social policy objectives and the various planning, environmental and deliverability constraints which may influence the potential for identified sites to come forwards for housing.

Application of SHLAA:
SHLAA Large sites (over 0.25 ha) brought forward by:
1. Approvals – Sites which already have PP listed on London Development Database. Local authorities required to review and estimate anticipated delivery timescale.
2. Allocations – Sites already recognised in development plans as suitable for housing. Requiring local planning authorities to review and amend expected density, land use mix and phasing assumptions.
3. Other large sites - Using a ‘constraints model’. This establishes probability-based housing capacity estimates for each site based on a number of variables and takes into account likelihood of site coming forward.

The SHLAA does not determine whether a particular site should be allocated for development as this is the role of the development plan document, for example, the Local Plan, site allocations document or an area action plan.

2.1. Density assumptions in the SHLAA 
Through the large sites assessment process (Figure 3.1, Page 58) there are 5 steps to establishing site capacity once a site has been uploaded to system: 
1) Initial site status, probability and density established.
2) Borough site assessment of: Site status, constraints, land use mix, density, probability, phasing.
3) GLA feedback and flagging up of ‘sites for discussion’
4) Borough- GLA one-to-one discussions
5) Final GLA consistency check and review of assessments, capacity findings and impacts on other policies/land use considerations. 

Default SHLAA system density estimates for allocated and potential large sites are mainly based on the 2016 London Plan Sustainable Residential Quality (SRQ) density matrix, which estimates top density range in town centres and applies higher assumptions in opportunity areas. It reflects the density trends in these locations and their strategic importance in terms of housing delivery in London  (Fig 2.18, pg 19). 
Note: Since the publishing of the SHLAA the SRQ Density Matrix has been replaced in the Draft London Plan meaning there would from now be no suburban/urban/central classifications (See above on the matrix).

The SHLAA assessment process permits local planning authorities to edit density assumptions by increasing or decreasing the density estimate if there is a justification based on site-specific reasons (e.g. existence of design/planning brief, designated heritage asset, setting/local character or if the site could yield higher density development). Any changes will then need to be discussed and approved by the GLA.

Our response: While the SHLAA doesn't actually determine whether a particular site should be allocated for development, it is still significant regarding density as the assumptions on capacity made in it feed the plan targets and thus development plan documents which have direct influence over the future development. As such, if capacity is set too high in the SHLAA, it could come back to hurt Boroughs who may have to resort to pushing down standards in order to meet ambitious housing targets set out by the GLA. 
Additionally, while boroughs are given opportunities to challenge the default density assumptions, we believe that the system could be made stronger if it provided an opportunity for communities to be involved in this process. Through offering such opportunity we think that the SHLAA would provide a more realistic outlook of future housing capacity, which takes into account factors which may hinder or favour densification of an area based on how communities perceive the character of there locality and there openness to densification.
2.2. Estate regeneration
The SHLAA indicates that in large sites which already include homes (such as housing estates), local planning authorities are required to add the existing number of homes on site to ensure that the density and notional housing capacity estimates in the SHLAA reflect the net additional housing expected to be delivered. 
Social housing is considered a ‘Low probability’ in the SHLAA in locations where there is currently no intensification programme in place. Boroughs have power to re-classify such sites as low probability where they don’t meet this requirement. Low probability sites are given an 8% probability of delivering housing. This 8% figure is based upon percentage of low probability sites in the 2009 SHLAA which have since come through and been approved for housing. 
As a comparison, 2,600 net additional completions have been provided from estate regeneration schemes between 2008/9 and 2015/167.
Our response: The methodology of the SHLAA in areas of social housing does not explicitly identify the extent to which such areas are included in the capacity assumptions. We believe that this reflects the politically contentious nature of such sites and the lack of political will to give a straight answer regarding their significance in increasing housing capacity across London. The fact that the SHLAA indicates that they are problematic sites with low probability of coming forward reinforces this.

While the SHLAA does consider existing capacity on social housing estates and set its capacity assumptions to match or build upon what is already there, it doesn’t indicate what will happen with existing buildings and whether they will be retained, built around or demolished. Additionally it doesn’t indicate what will happen with the people living there presently - will they be displaced and will the same level of social and affordable accomodation be available post regeneration. While we acknowledge that SHLAA is primarily a land availability exercise, we think it is irresponsible for occupied housing estates to be included within it because of the social importance of the sites. If they are to be included it must be done with care.

2.3. Phasing
Phasing on large sites is based upon the probability of a site coming forward which takes into account a number of different planning and constraint layers (Table 2.2 Page 14). Sites with approvals are delivered first, sites with allocations second and other large sites which are yet to be formally allocated developed last. The SHLAA model discounts the notional capacity of ‘probability’ sites to account for the reduced probability of such sites coming forward. 

Sites are identified to be brought forward for development across 5 phases:
· Phase 1 (2017- 2029) - Sites with permission and development has already started.
· Phase 2 (2019- 2024) - Sites with permission and development has not started. Potential or allocated sites with 100% probability. 
· Phase 3 (2024- 2029) - Potential or allocated sites with 60-100% probability. 
· Phase 4 (2029- 2034) - Potential or allocated sites with under 60% probability.
· Phases 3-5 (Phase 5: 2034-2041) - Capacity on low probability sites.

Our response: 1/3 of large site allocation is on land not currently approved or allocated for housing. This raises questions about the feasibility of such land becoming available. Additionally, it raises the question of whether other important land uses could be lost (such as industrial spaces). By taking housing in isolation as SHLAA does, there is a risk that it is a bit of a one-dimensional policy. Further consideration of the impact that loss of other land uses could have should be considered within SHLAA or links should be made clearer with other relevant documents which cover such issues.

Large proportions of potential development and low probability development are located in poorer boroughs including Tower Hamlets, Newham, Greenwich, Croydon, Brent and B&D (Appendix 1) where more of the affordable housing stock is currently located. While the SHLAA acknowledges the potential value of redeveloping such areas, it doesn’t consider the knock-on effect that redevelopment within these areas could have on increasing land values. 
3: Small Sites
What is Policy H2: Small Sites? 
To meet the target of 66,000 homes per year (SHMA 2017), the draft London Plan enthusiastically supports the development of Small Sites, these being a ‘strategic priority’ for London to meets its housing requirements (The Draft London Plan 2017: §4.2.1). 

The ten-year target (2019/20-2028/29) for net housing completions on Small Sites has an annualised average of 24,573 (The Draft London Plan 2017 p. 156) . 

A Small Site development consists of one to 25 homes on a site no larger than 0.25 hectares. 

They may be developed through several ways, including but not limited to infill of vacant/underused sites, conversion and extension of existing residential homes and upward extension of flats and non-residential buildings (The Draft London Plan 2017: p. 153).

The GLA Integrated Impact Assessment (2017: 8.2 GG2) also emphasises the importance of Small Sites with their vision of London, suggesting that they may provide short-term housing options contributing significantly to housing delivery and will provide housing at a quicker rate. 

The following sections outline two main critiques found through our reading of Policy H2, and supplemented through other policy document readings. 

Our Response:  1: A more proactive approach to Affordable Housing contributions of Small Sites is needed 
Despite a huge need for affordable housing —65% of new housing according to the SHMA— Policy H2 has a weak position on the role of Small Sites in delivering London the affordable housing it needs: sites of ten units or fewer are not required to provide affordable housing unless boroughs have applied their own affordable housing requirements. 

If a borough does wish to apply such requirements to sites developing ten or fewer units and which have a maximum combined gross floor space of no more than 1000 sqm, they should do this not through the requirements of on-site affordable housing, but through a tariff approach to off-site contributions.

In the non-policy text supporting H2, soft language is used to suggest that boroughs are to be encouraged to create policies requiring affordable housing from sites of 10 or fewer units in their Development Plans through cash in lieu contributions. 

Affordable Housing and Viability Supplementary Planning Guidance (2017: 2.79) notes that boroughs wishing to apply affordable housing contributions on sites with fewer than ten homes should only do so when sites remain viable. Considering the extensive critiques of viability assessments, such a position is weak considering the ability of developers to manipulate these assessments in order to avoid affordable housing contributions. 

The lack of London-wide policy regarding affordable housing on small sites leaves the door open for developers to quickly step in before boroughs are able to produce their own Small Site affordable housing targets (if they even do so) and could lead to a rise in property prices through speculation if affordable housing for small sites is not expected to be a requirement. 

The draft London Plan’s stance on the impracticability and infeasibility of on-site affordable housing contributions on sites of ten units or fewer is contradicted by some borough led research. A document prepared by BNP Paribas for the London Borough of Islington called the Affordable Housing Viability Assessment (2009), reports that sites of seven or more units may be able to make an affordable housing contribution, depending on the type of site and its existing use. The report concludes that in practice the viability of each individual Small Site case should be assessed on its merits, despite the resource intensity of this. A similar result was found in the Affordable Housing Viability Assessment (2008) prepared for the London Borough of Sutton. 

2: Communal spaces and public realm offerings of Small Sites needs protection
Policy H2 is unconvincing in regards to ensuring that Small Sites development do not diminish public realm and communal spaces offerings. 

The IIA recommends that the Small Sites policy ‘could provide further information on communal spaces and public realm underpinning small site housing development’ (p.139). A sense of community, amenity value, social infrastructure and transport implications (e.g. active travel opportunities) are cited as relevant elements to consider regarding Small Site development. The GLA have responded explaining that borough-led area-wide design codes would deal with issues such as communal spaces within such developments, and that issues about social infrastructure and active travel are addressed in other sections of the draft London Plan. 

This justification is unsatisfactory as the policy dictates that (1) borough-led area-wide design codes are not a requirement and (2) when no such design code exists, there will be a presumption in favour of small housing development unless it can be demonstrated that the development will give an unacceptable level of harm to:
· Residential privacy
· Designated heritage assets
· Biodiversity
· A safeguarded land use that outweighs the benefits of additional housing provision.
It is not made clear how these exceptions could be measured. Undesignated heritage assets, such as Locally Listed Neighbourhood Assets, are often chosen by communities for their social value. The absence of their protection in Policy H2 coinciding with the presumption in favour of Small Site development is therefore alarming. 

Since Small Sites can be developed before a borough has created an area-wide design code, there is potential for developers to have an incentive to develop such sites at a pace which pre-empts such a design code’s creation, and may lead to high density developments with little or no public realm offering, enlarging developer profit.  

3: Economics should not be the main factor driving Small Site developments. 
Proposed Small Sites policy does not appear to take environmental and social sustainability seriously. Economic factors bolster the justification of Small Site development, focusing on the opportunities for small to medium sized housebuilders and maintaining London’s economic competitiveness through alleviating housing pressures. 

Regarding environmental sustainability, paragraph 4.2.9 (p.157) considers that the loss of biodiversity and/or green space through Small Site development will be mitigated through measures such as green roofs, off-site tree provision and landscaping that facilitates sustainable urban drainage. These three suggested measures are insufficient, doing little or nothing to maintain existing biodiversity and taking away any human-scale environmental relations that may exist at a site: roofs and off-site trees won’t provide usable green space for the neighbourhood residents. 

Regarding social sustainability, Points 1 and 2 have demonstrated the current policy’s limitations regarding its weak stance on the provision of affordable housing and public realm and communal space offerings. 
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Table 3.2 Sustainable residential quality (SRQ) density matrix (habitable rooms and
dwellings per hectare)

Setting Public Transport Accessibility

Oto1] 4t06
Suburban 150-200 hrtha 150-250 hrtha 200-350 hrtha
3.8-4.6 hriunit 35-55 uha 35-65 utha 45-90 uha
3.1-3.7 hriunit 40-65 uha 40-80 u/ha 55-115u/ha
2.7-3.0 hriunit 50-75 uha 50-95 uha 70-130 wha
Urban 150-250 hrtha 200-450 hr/ha 200-700 hrfha
3.8-4.6 hr/unit 35-65 uha 45-120uha 45-185 wha
3.1-3.7 hriunit 40-80 uha 55-145 u/ha 55-225 uha
2.7-3.0 hriunit 50-95 uha 70-170 uha 70-260 wha
Central 150-300 hr/ha 300-650hrtha|  650-1100 hr/ha
3.8-4.6 hriunit 35-80utha 65-170 utha 140-290 wha
3.1-3.7 hriunit 40-100u/ha | 80-210uha 175-355 wha
2.7-3.0 hriunit 50-110 u/hr 100-240 wha 215-405 u/ha
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