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Foreword

Peter
Murray

The survey carried out by New
London Architecture and GL Hearn

in 2014, which revealed the number
of tall buildings to be built in London,
prompted considerable debate about
the future shape of the city, its skyline
and the quality of the places created
at ground level. The debate frequently
polarised into those who liked tall
buildings and those that didn’t.

The answer is not a question of either/
or; as this excellent study illustrates
taller buildings do have a role within
well-connected developments, provided
they are integrated with other building
types and contribute to the creation

of successful streets and other public
realm.

The NLA research showed that some
people want to live in taller buildings,
but the majority do not. Thus a

mixed mode strategy with mid-rise
development as the preferred solution
to London’s housing needs is eminently
sensible and democratic.

| welcome the serious work that HTA,
Pollard Thomas Edwards, Levitt
Bernstein and PRP have put into this
research. There is a paucity of thinking
on the topic of density. Half a century
ago Lionel March and the Land Use
and Built Form department at the
University of Cambridge laid down

the ground rules for lower rise high
density development, and Sir Richard
MacCormac carried out ground-
breaking work on perimeter housing in
Merton, following the principles set out
by March. The architectural profession
does not do enough to promulgate the
benefits of its research and experience.
This report is a welcome exception.

At a time when London is gearing up
for a Mayoral election and the Greater
London Authority is starting work on the
new version of the London Plan, this
study provides much food for thought
as well as eminently sensible ways of
shaping a liveable city.

Peter Murray is Chairman of
New London Architecture and
of The London Society
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Introduction

Since our four architectural practices came together
to publish the first Superdensity report in 2007
(Recommendations for Living at Superdensity) many
of its recommendations have become accepted best
practice. However, the intensity of development in
London continues to increase, in some cases way
beyond the densities envisaged in our earlier study,
and as such we feel it is time to both restate those
principles and air emerging concerns. The proliferation
of tall towers is one controversial aspect of this trend,
but not the only one.

We are concerned about the immediate social and
environmental impacts of very dense developments
and their long-term sustainability. We also

observe that this new superdensity — which we’ve
dubbed hyperdensity when it's over 350 homes or
dwellings per hectare - derives, not from London’s
distinctive and popular urban forms, but from global
development patterns. We may well ask, is London
becoming a victim of its own success, meeting
demand by sacrificing the very distinctiveness which
makes people want to live and work here?

Though the rash of tall towers is a concern, this
report is not another campaign against those per se —
that genie is out of the bottle. Rather, it gives positive
guidance on how to combine ambitious densities with
popular and familiar urban forms.

Building on our first report, through a series of essays
and case studies, we show that it is possible to create
successful places based around streets and a variety
of urban typologies, including houses and medium-
rise apartment blocks, as well as some carefully
integrated taller buildings.

We show that densities up to around 350 homes per
hectare can be achieved in this way (corresponding
to the top of the London Plan Density Matrix at
1,100 habitable rooms per hectare for central well-
connected sites). Above that, we believe there should
be a presumption against development, and that any
exceptions should be subject to much more rigorous
impact testing.

From Superdensity to Hyperdensity?

The pace and extent of change to London’s physical
fabric is greater today than at any time since the
era of post-war reconstruction. In 1981 London’s
population was 6.8 million — today it is 8.3 million
and predicted to reach 10 million by 2031. London’s
success in attracting people and money creates a
tremendous challenge for the provision of additional
homes and infrastructure and inevitable pressure to
increase development densities.

It is against this background that our group of four
architectural practices, specialising in housing

and neighbourhood planning, is publishing further
guidance and observations about how to create
more and better homes for Londoners. The practices
have been at the forefront of housing debate, design
and delivery for 40 years or more, and are currently
delivering a significant proportion of London’s supply
of new homes. We are therefore able to take a long
view, and to bring experience from across the whole
spectrum of housing by type, location and tenure. We
are creating homes for all sorts of people: young and
old, wealthy and poor, singles and families.

In 2007, Recommendations for Living at Superdensity
was published by Design for Homes with support from
the NHBC and Design for London. This intervention
was triggered by a shared concern that the density of
residential development was increasing rapidly, but
without a widespread understanding of how to create
high density developments which would be successful
in the long term — and how to avoid repeating past
mistakes. We defined the threshold for superdensity
as 150 homes per hectare (around 450-500 habitable
rooms) or above. These figures are reflected both in
past planning policies for central London and in the
current London Plan.

Planning authorities have started to approve
residential developments far denser than those

we considered in 2007 — we refer to these as
‘hyperdensity’. For example, Wood Wharf, next to
Canary Wharf, will contain around 3,100 apartments
at a density of 436 homes per hectare. It features

a cluster of tall residential towers peaking at 57
storeys. Smaller developments, with more tightly
drawn site boundaries, can work out at over 1,000
homes per hectare — more than double the maximum
envisaged by the London Plan matrix.
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The original Superdensity report - ag

We provide in the Appendix a summary of the
recommendations in the Superdensity report. The
issues identified then are even more relevant today,
and it is striking to note that the predicted need for
additional homes in London has increased since then
from 31,000 a year to 49,000.

Superdensity set out a series of recommendations
under 10 headings. Seven of these were about design,
and we were pleased to see most of our suggestions
taken up in the Mayor’s London Housing Design
Guide and subsequently in SPG 12 of the London
Plan. Although we don’t agree with everything in SPG
12 we acknowledge that it is succeeding in raising
the quality of housing and in harmonising standards
across the capital. (Our reservations are that some
aspects of design which we regard as good practice
in most situations have been elevated to the status
of strict rules in all situations — this is leading to a
certain rigidity and homogeneity of design solutions.)
It is time for a review of the impact of the guidance,
and potential adjustment to some its provisions. This
will now be happening in the context of the National
Housing Standards Review. London Housing A
Design Guide S
The other three sections in Superdensity (chapters - - l
4,9 and 10) were about the related topics of
management, procurement and cost-in-use. Although
these continue to be widely debated within the
housing industry they hardly feature in the London
Plan, and there is not the same clear consensus
about good practice or any of the same impetus
to implement them in practice. (More recently the
Mayor’s Private Rental Management Regime is a
welcome attempt to establish common standards
in that sector.) As the density of new development
continues to rise, its long term sustainability becomes
increasingly dependent on effective structures of
ownership, management and funding of services.

>

MAYOR OF LONDON

THE FIRST DRAFT CONSULTATION OF THE
LONDON HOUSING DESIGN GUIDE 2009
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Superdensity: the Sequel

This new report, Superdensity: the Sequel, consists of
a series of short essays and case studies which show
how patterns of development in London have evolved
since the first report was published and offers some
ideas about the way forward. It does not revisit the
design guidance in the original, which we think still
holds good and is now widely accepted and practised.
The new report does not try to be comprehensive. For
example, it does not deal with the hugely important
subjects of utilities, transport and community
infrastructure. Rather, it aims to provide some fresh
perspectives on how to create successful homes and
places at high densities up to around 350 homes per
hectare.

Although London is the focus of this report, the
observations are relevant to other UK cities, and
hopefully will become increasingly applicable as and
when economic growth starts to exert development
pressure more evenly across the country.

The first essay is called How Dense Can We Be? It
shows just how far and how fast things have changed
since our previous report. It concludes that there are
many ways of creating more and better homes in
London on previously developed land and at moderate
height — before we resort to high-rise or Green Belt
release. The public debate about housing supply and
design has tended to polarise between those who
think towers are the solution and those who believe
that London should be allowed to spread outwards.
We believe that both solutions have some part to play,
but neither is the only answer or the best answer. Our
case studies show that there is lots of scope to create
high density places within existing neighbourhoods
and with a creative mix of typologies and building
heights.

The second essay is called Street Life at
Superdensity. It expands on the importance of
thinking about our streets and public places as

the setting for civic life and for the (mostly) private
structures which should form the background to
public space. It emphasises the primacy of the
spaces-in-between and the limitations of the ‘object
building’. In this context, the question is not whether
high-rise is appropriate to London, but how and where
to combine different urban forms in relation to our
street network.

The third essay is called Creating Mixed Communities
at Superdensity. The integration of market housing
with subsidised housing is enshrined in policy and
good practice and is one of the things which makes
London distinctive and different among world cities. It
is relatively easy to create mixed neighbourhoods at
low and medium densities, and the traditional London
street house and mansion block are proven models of
how to do it. However, it becomes progressively harder
to do as densities rise, building heights increase and
the spaces in between are squeezed. This piece looks
at how good design can facilitate the integration of
diverse households and can accommodate different
tenures, levels of wealth, cultures and household
size. It also considers whether integration is actually
practicable and sustainable in high-rise development.

The final essay, Managing Superdensity, comes back
to the growing importance of management strategies
in sustaining successful places and the related

issue of service charges. Denser (and especially
taller) development requires more management and
therefore more cost to be passed on to the occupier.
How can we design and manage high density
developments to keep cost-in-use under control?
What are the implications of rising costs for residents
on lower incomes — and is there any justification for
‘poor doors’?

We conclude with some case studies showing recent
and current projects which address all of the issues
above. The projects are in London and the South
East and involve neighbourhood-scale interventions
combining mixed-tenure homes, public space and
other community infrastructure. All achieve densities
of between 150 and 350 homes per hectare, using
mostly mid-rise typologies, combined with elements
of low-rise housing and some carefully located taller
buildings.

As they demonstrate there are many alternative ways
to create more and better homes in London before
we resort to building more super-towers or concreting
over our open spaces.

SUPERDENSITY THE SEQUEL
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Further Recommendations for
Living at Superdensity

Here are our key recommendations for making superdensity work in 2015.
More detailed exploration of the issues and guidance is interwoven into
the topic-based essays which follow and the case studies.

Adopt mid-rise development to meet London’s housing needs: apartment blocks of between

1 five and eight storeys, including family apartments and duplexes, create successful homes and
neighbourhoods at surprisingly high densities, are cost-effective and perpetuate the character
and street life of London. Creative combinations of mid-rise mansion blocks with taller elements
can make room for family houses within high density neighbourhoods.

Resist ‘hyperdensity’: there should be a presumption against ‘hyperdense’ developments

2 over 350 homes per hectare, which should be confined to exceptional locations and subject
to exceptional justification. At these densities, and even with the best practice approach we
advocate, it is very difficult to create the conditions that allow mixed communities to thrive.
The Mayor's new Housing Zones should not become populated with such hyperdense schemes.

Integrate towers with street-based typologies: taller buildings do have a role within well-

3 connected developments, provided they are integrated with other typologies and contribute to
the creation of successful streets and other public realm. We must avoid trophy towers dropped
at random into our unique city: they are alien to our street-based culture, socially divisive and
make little contribution to meeting London’s housing needs.

4 Promote street life: the streets and squares of London provide an unbeatable model for
successful urban living and are the envy of the world. We need to continue this tradition of urban
place-making, ensuring all new development begins with a coherent strategy for the public
realm.

Build on London’s tradition of mixed communities: unlike other global cities, London’s

5 residential neighbourhoods have evolved by successfully integrating diverse people of different
income, age and household size. Larger developments should contain a balance of homes for
families, the elderly and young people.The economic and social health of our city requires it.

SUPERDENSITY THE SEQUEL
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Provide a wider range of housing typologies: planning policies and standards are focused on
conventional models of permanent housing for long-stay households. We also need alternative
types of housing design and tenure to attract and retain London’s young mobile workforce.

Harness space above public buildings: recent precedents show that successful new homes
can be built above schools, libraries, shops, cinemas and workspace. There is much more
scope to exploit air-rights to meet housing need and intensify street-life - including making
better use of public-sector land.

Design for management: intelligent management plans are essential to avoid future

social and management problems in high-density housing. We need to balance capital and
maintainance costs through tighter specifications, closer collaboration with suppliers and early
involvement of housing managers in the design process.

Make service charges affordable for all: very dense developments, and especially tall towers,
have higher management and maintenance costs than other typologies, and create more
intense pressure on shared space and infrastructure. More rigorous projections of service
charges are required to ensure that dense developments pay their way, but do not become
unaffordable for future occupiers.

Develop new funding streams for long term management: we should under-write the long-
term management of shared space and community facilties through capital endowments at
planning approval stage and ring-fencing income from ground rents.

And finally, let us not give in to collective amnesia. We have spent the last 30 years trying
to understand and correct the mistakes of post-war development. Let’s use this knowledge
and not repeat the same mistakes.

SUPERDENSITY THE SEQUEL
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How dense can we be?

We are sleep-walking into hyperdense development without proper regard for
the long-term consequences. Mid-rise street-based alternatives can meet all
London’s housing needs and create popular and sustainable places

There is massive unmet demand in London and the The four practices involved in this report have been
South East for more homes and better homes and designing and delivering new and improved homes for
the community infrastructure required to create over 40 years. In that period, we have seen a dramatic
successful neighbourhoods. This essay will provide change in the intensity of residential development in
some historical perspective to the debate about London and in former market towns within London’s
housing supply, and will touch on the wide range orbit. You can see this most clearly in the typical

of possible solutions. Our message is that there height of new residential buildings. Just 25 years ago
are many answers — and growing up (meaning tall it was around three to four storeys. Today it seems
buildings) and growing out (meaning Green Belt that only 20 storeys and more is regarded as ‘tall’.
release) are not the only solutions or the best ones. The illustrations which follow show the density of

each example expressed in homes (dwellings) per
hectare (dph), and show a range from just 12 dph for
parts of inter-war Metroland up to 450 dph or more
for projects emerging along the River Thames today.

For an explanation of how we measure density please
refer to page 40.
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Garden suburbs and Metroland

We are hearing a lot about garden cities just now.
Although the name has been hijacked by politicians
to make the prospect of new settlements sound
more palatable to rural electorates, the original
garden suburbs and garden cities still have much

to teach us. Property values in Hampstead Garden
Suburb, Welwyn, Letchworth and Bourneville are
higher than neighbouring areas with similar locational
advantages. Their popularity reflects a deep desire
for a traditional house, with front and rear gardens,
enclosed by hedges and set on a tree-lined street.
Architects tend to be disparaging about the merits of
suburbia, but at a recent NLA symposium of urban
housing specialists everyone present ‘confessed’ to
living in a suburb.

DENSITY: 12-25 DPH
METROLAND

.....
%3

DENSITY: 20 DPH
HAMPSTEAD GARDEN SUBURB
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The garden cities and garden suburbs provided the
imagery for the massive 20th century expansion of
London along new commuter rail and underground
lines to create the stereotypical outer London suburb,
marketed as Metroland by the Metropolitan Railway in
1915. They also inspired the New Urbanist movement
in the 1990s, which gave us Poundbury, New Hall

in Harlow and much of today’s best practice in the
design of new settlements and urban extensions.

The density of the garden suburbs and inter-war
Metroland is typically between 12 and 25 dwellings
per hectare. In a modest attempt to make more
efficient use of land, from 2000 to 2010 national
planning policy set a minimum density target of

30 dph. This was abolished by the new coalition
government in 2010 as a nod to the shires. It was
briefly the benchmark for new suburban development,
and is a useful starting point for a short survey of the
changing intensity of development in London.

Our view is that London’s suburbs are a neglected
resource. Smart thinking about property ownership,
transport and housing typologies could bring about

a new golden age of Metroland — preserving the
greenery while creating many more homes and
bringing obsolete housing stock into the 21st century.

‘Smart thinking about property ownership,
transport and housing typologies could
bring about a new golden age of Metroland’

SUPERDENSITY THE SEQUEL
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Inner London street houses

Back in the 1970s, our four practices restored
hundreds of Victorian and Georgian street houses
for housing associations - transforming the slums
(as they then were) of Notting Hill and Barnsbury.
Large houses built for single households at a density
of around 30 dph had over time been broken up
informally into small flats or single-room bedsits.
Careful restoration and permanent conversion
typically produced a garden maisonette for a family
with a couple of decent smaller apartments above. In
this way the density of whole streets could be tripled
to around 90 dph with minimal external alteration.

Much quoted studies by the LSE? take the density

of the grander traditional streets of Kensington and
claim that London’s backlog and future housing
needs could be met entirely by developing the capital
at an equivalent scale based on five to seven storey
apartment blocks.

DENSITY: 1848 - 32 DPH / 1987 - 96 DPH
THORNHILL SQUARE, ISLINGTON: BUILT 1848, RESTORED &
CONVERTED 1987

Mansion blocks

The mansion blocks of Bloomsbury, Victoria and
Battersea tell a similar story. They belong to
London’s first (and still golden) age of purpose-built
apartment block development, from Richard Norman
Shaw’s famous prototype of Albert Hall Mansions in
Kensington built in 1876, up to the Great War. They
typically produce around 200 dph, and are based on
European patterns of urban living which often include
large family apartments.?

Given their enduring popularity (and value) you
might suppose that they would provide the ideal
model for today. But, sadly, modern planning and

building regulations outlaw some of the key design
features that enabled Edwardian architects to create
such opulent buildings on such small footprints.
Apartments of this era typically offer spacious and
bright front rooms with bay windows and balconies
forming their distinctive street facades. Meanwhile the
rear rooms are quite dark and have privacy distances
way below current standards. To us it seems a
satisfactory trade-off, which should be encouraged
rather than prevented.

TYPICAL DENSITY: 200 DPH
EDWARDIAN MANSION BLOCK

Erasing the post-war estates

The post-war estates boosted housing supply by
applying modernist planning principles to sites made
available by the Luftwaffe and slum-clearance
programmes. They were initially popular among
residents (and we should not romanticise what

they replaced), but many soon fell into disrepute
because of poor management, demographic change,
technical failure - and inflexible idealistic designs,
which adapted poorly to changing circumstances.
Residential towers became a symbol of failure.
Although these estates often look big and forbidding
they are actually quite low density — around 100 dph
- because of large expanses of surface parking and
amorphous open space.

Since the early 90s the four practices have been
creating whole new neighbourhoods to replace big
council estates, which have become hard to manage,
hard to let and hard to maintain. We found that we
could more or less match the existing density with a
traditional compact streetscape, re-connected with
its surroundings. Typically these regeneration projects
combined new family houses and small blocks of flats,
usually four-storey walk-ups, achieving densities of
about 90 dph, with around 50% being houses, and up
to 150 dph with a higher proportion of flats.

SUPERDENSITY THE SEQUEL
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DENSITY: 1970 - 110 DPH / 2003 - 90 DPH
LEFEVRE WALK, BOW: REDEVELOPED 1993 - 2003

Urban Task Force and balanced communities

We experienced a big change in the late 90s - the
time of the Urban Task Force and rapid house price
growth. Quite suddenly we were building a lot of
apartments at around seven storeys — and we set
about re-inventing the London mansion block, which
we continue to promote as a preferred typology for
urban housing.

DENSITY: 292 DPH - ARUNDEL SQUARE, ISLINGTON
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These projects achieved around 200 dph and
consequently they required, but did not always
receive, more intensive management of common
parts and open spaces. They also involved a reversal
of some of the lessons learned from the failure of
the post-war estates: once again we were building
underground car-parking and housing families in
upper floor flats. This was also the period when
mixed-tenure became accepted best practice, and
the planning system started to impose a significant
proportion of affordable housing on developments for
market sale.

The combination of increased densities with ‘mixed
communities’ highlighted the contrasting lifestyles
and management demands of widely differing
occupiers within the same development. This issue is
even more challenging at today’s superdensity and
hyperdensity, and is addressed later in this report.

What's all too clear is that we can’t surrender to
collective amnesia. We have spent the last 30 years
trying to understand and correct the mistakes of
post-war development and it's imperative we use this
knowledge and not repeat the same mistakes.

SUPERDENSITY THE SEQUEL
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Global style for a global city

Fast forward to today, and all the talk is about

tall buildings. The NLA’s 2014 exhibition London’s
Growing Up! catalogued 236 towers over 20 storeys
in the pipeline for the capital — defined as having
planning permission or under construction. Less
than a year later the figure was updated to 263, of
which around 80% are residential-led. The fact that
planning policies define tall buildings as anything
over 30m (10 residential storeys) seems to have been

quietly forgotten as 20-plus becomes the new normal.

Meanwhile, the Architects’ Journal Skyline Campaign
laments the casual desecration of London’s skyline
and calls for more care in the location and design of
tall buildings.

It isn’t just about architecture. For the media, tall
buildings have become a convenient symbol for the
twin evils of foreign investment and bankers’ bonuses.
A scathing (but inaccurate) article in the New York
Times (March 2014) imagined smug oligarchs looking
down on ordinary Londoners from their penthouses in
the Shard. Noel Coward put it rather more pithily in
1940: "I don’t know what London is coming to — the
higher buildings, the lower the morals”.

The focus for these towers is on the south bank

of the Thames and the Isle of Dogs, where they
compete for international buyers. These high profile
new developments emulate the urban forms of Far
Eastern cities and are starting to approach their
densities — over 400 dph, way above anything this city
has previously known and a radical departure from
London’s established patterns of urban living and
place-making.

‘It is a myth that super-towers make
a significant contribution to London’s
housing need’

The development of tall towers along the river is
now a fact, and if London’s economy continues to
thrive there will be no going back. However, we are
concerned that this laissez faire approach to densities
will spread to London’s Housing Zones and other
growth areas. The first 20 Housing Zones are set to
deliver 50,000 homes for Londoners over the next
decade, and it is imperative that local authorities,
designers and developers approach them with care
and humility, creating places for people and avoiding
seductive hype. Does anyone seriously believe in
‘vertical villages™?

DENSITY: 500 - 2,000 DPH IN CENTRAL AREAS - HONG KONG
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PROJECTED VIEW OF VAUXHALL NINE ELMS FROM MILLBANK

Objects and spaces: perimeter planning versus the
point block

It is a common misconception that high density
requires high-rise and precludes more familiar
patterns of living. As every architecture student
knows, tall buildings are not necessarily an efficient
use of land. Lionel March’s famous diagram, showing
the same built volume arranged in three radically
different forms, still has the power to surprise: the
perimeter block, with spacious courtyard, provides the
same floor-space as the tall tower, and has a better
net:gross ratio and lower capital and lifetime costs.

While low-rise alternatives cannot compete with Hong
Kong'’s tight cluster of towers, they can achieve much
higher densities than might be expected.

LIONEL MARCH
ARCHITECTURE AND MATHEMATICS SINCE 1960

‘We are concerned that this laissez
faire approach to densities will spread
to London’s Housing Zones and other
growth areas’

5

DENSITY: 436 DPH - WOOD WHARF, ISLE OF DOGS
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Combining typologies to create new neighbourhoods

The 308-home Zenith development occupies a
prominent corner site on the Edgware Road in Barnet,
North London and is a good example of superdensity
development responding to context and creating

a sustainable place. Challenged to create a high-
density residential neighbourhood in a low-density
area of suburban houses and ‘big-box’ retail, the
development achieves around 282 dph yet allocates
over half the site to landscaped open space.

The scheme comprises a 16-storey tower
complemented by six-storey mansion blocks wrapped
around a garden square. Mews houses, each with an
entrance courtyard and roof terrace, form a low-rise
boundary to neighbouring suburban gardens.

DENSITY: 282 DPH
COMBINING TYPOLOGIES - ZENITH HOUSE, COLINDALE
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Conclusions

There are many alternative ways to create more and
better homes in London before we resort to building
more super-towers or concreting over our open
spaces. We are struck by how polarised and simplistic
the debate has become. Some commentators declare
themselves pro-skyscraper or anti-tower-block.
Others are outraged at any suggestion of a Green
Belt review and outward expansion.

It is a myth that super-towers (over 20 storeys) can
make a significant contribution to London’s housing
need. When their overall impacts are fully considered
they are an inefficient use of land, energy and other
resources. Medium-rise urban quarters can create
better homes and neighbourhoods at surprisingly high
densities, and are more cost-effective than other
solutions.

We go with the view that well-located clusters of
towers, alongside low-rise development and open
space, can boost regeneration. But we don’t like
trophy towers dropped at random into our historic city.
Taller buildings do have a role within well-connected
developments, provided they are integrated with

other typologies and contribute to the creation of
successful streets and other public realm.

Residential towers need more careful consideration
than other typologies: where to locate them, what
they look like and the much-publicised impact on
London’s skyline are just a few among many issues
to consider, including management, microclimate and
energy use.

At the same time, we believe that London’s suburbs
are a neglected resource. Smart thinking about
property ownership, transport and housing typologies
could bring about a new golden age of Metroland —
preserving the greenery while creating many more
homes and bringing obsolete housing stock into the
21st century.

If London is to evolve in a way that creates thriving
communities, then planning policies and standards
need to adapt too. At the moment they are focused
almost exclusively on conventional models of
permanent housing for long-stay households.
Although these will rightly remain the priority, we
should also consider alternative typologies to attract
and retain London’s young mobile workforce: micro-
homes, cluster-homes and even temporary pre-fab
cities. In accessible locations and with an effective
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management strategy, these could potentially be
justified, as part of a balanced and affordable mix.

There are many other solutions besides ‘growing

up’ and ‘growing out’ to create popular homes and
neighbourhoods, which build on London’s distinctive
traditions of place-making and social integration. Our
case studies seek to demonstrate this.

Recommendations

Adopt mid-rise development as the preferred
solution to London’s housing needs: mid-rise
mansion blocks (5-8 storeys) including family
apartments and duplexes, as well as smaller
homes, should be the starting point for meeting
London’s housing needs.

Integrate taller buildings into mixed-density
masterplans: taller buildings can form part of the
solution when integrated with other street-based
typologies and generous public realm.

Create mixed neighbourhoods by combining
housing typologies: careful combinations of mid-
rise and taller elements can accommodate low-rise
houses within high density neighbourhoods.

Resist hyperdensity: there should be a
presumption against very tall residential towers

and hyperdense development over 350 dph.

Subject hyperdense proposals to more rigorous
testing: very dense and tall development, including
iconic landmarks, may be justifiable in some
locations, but should be scrutinised more carefully
for their impacts over a wide surrounding area.

Review planning policies and housing standards
to allow more flexibility and encourage
innovation: although the London Housing Design
Guide has generally had a beneficial effect, it is too
rigid and tends towards homogeneous solutions.
We also need to promote new typologies to attract
and retain London’s young mobile workforce.

SUPERDENSITY THE SEQUEL
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Superdensity and street life

One of the reasons London has become such a desirable destination
for people from all around the world is our street life, which is so
easily threatened by the move to hyperdensity

Walkable streets are our cities’ greatest asset. The
long and rich history of European urbanism has been,
until the 1960s at least, predicated on the ordering
principles dictated by the urban street. London’s
success in creating mixed communities and a lively
mix of uses is the envy of the world. Here, streets are
a means of comfortably juxtaposing diverse people,
cultures, activities and, with appropriately sensitive

urban design, a diversity in the scale of built form too.

Today, learning from the mistakes of post-war
redevelopment, citizens increasingly demand that
their city should be developed as an extension of

the network of these streets. Citizens rightly object

to the privatisation of public realm. They expect
freedom of access to all areas on the ground that is
in public ownership and that is policed by consent -
ground that is by definition shared space and under
collective control. We enjoy a sophisticated legislative
framework which supports these principles.

NOLLI MAP OF THE CITY OF LONDON, BY UNIT 8 AT THE UNIVERSITY OF EAST LONDON UNDER THE GUIDANCE OF ALEX SCOTT-WHITBY
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Citizens value street life

One of the reasons London has become such a
desirable destination for people and their money from
all around the world is that this powerful democratic
principle instills order and a sense of safety and
security. So London is once again attracting people
in large numbers to come and stay, and young
Londoners no longer flee to safer places to bring up
their children. The resulting rise in population has
reopened the discussion of density and in what built
form to create new accommodation.

The debate has crystallized lately around the question
of the suitability of high-rise housing and the current
plans for more than 200 new residential towers in
London, which many suggest would ruin the city’s
historic skyline. However, we believe this debate as

to whether or not high-rise is appropriate in London
over-simplifies another issue of equal if not greater
importance. This is the question of where to locate
different urban forms in relation to our street network
in the interests of promoting street life.

The phrase ‘street life’ sums up in two words the
essential focus for successful place-making. The
phrase captures the human dimension; creating an
environment that works for people; the fulfilment of
the various public aspects of life as the paramount
consideration for designers and developers of
successful places - places that enable and support
enjoyable human existence. Streets are the physical
connective tissue that hold the city together,
supporting not just movement but carrying essential
infrastructure and providing access for repair and
reconstruction - a mechanism that enables a
constantly self-sustaining urban fabric. Thus ‘street
life’ encapsulates all the key human and spatial
ingredients of place-making.

A RANGE OF SCALES INTEGRATED INTO THE STREETSCAPE:
AYLESBURY ESTATE
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Mid-rise superdensity need not normally be
exceeded

The examples we illustrate as case studies in this
report indicate that at 150 to 350 dph, it's possible to
achieve a desirable relationship between residential
density and the intensity of street life. In fact, the
places that result from this kind of built form and
density can have the character that makes many
established neighbourhoods of London, Paris and
Barcelona so appealing.

It is at these densities that many such desirable
locations achieve a perfect balance between public
and private amenity, microclimate, biodiversity, the
opportunity for mixed uses and human interaction.

‘When the London Plan was first published
it was evident that it lacked a spatial
dimension... which would provide any kind
of clear indication as to where to add
density in the city’

All of these places are mid-rise neighbourhoods
which can display a variety of characteristics from
perimeter blocks with classically consistent cornice
lines as at Portobello Square by PRP in West London,
or more crenellated forms with occasionally taller
elements and breaks in the building frontage as at the
Aylesbury Masterplan by HTA. Either way, such is the
potential of this scale of development that our base
position is that it should not in principle be necessary
to go outside it. Indeed, all of London’s housing need
could theoretically be met without ever going beyond
this range of density and built form.

Tony Travers of the LSE has speculated on London’s
residential capacity if the whole city was redeveloped
at the (ascending) average densities of Islington,
Kensington or Paris — all popular examples of mid-
rise. His conclusion is 10, 20 and 30 million people
respectively.’

SUPERDENSITY THE SEQUEL
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Design of the public realm and the dangers of
hyperdensity

All our case studies share certain important common
principles in the design of the public realm. Designing
a successful public realm at superdensities can be
especially difficult, as it involves designing the right
kind of open space. Designers of public realm work
with planting, manipulate the surface treatment of
paving and ensure that the purpose of the space is
clear and the detail and the boundaries are obvious,
often from the material they choose.

Our case studies display clear and unambiguous
definition at all the important spatial boundaries and
clarity and continuity of the building line. There is
carefully designed division between the private and
the public, such as front areas or gardens and the
pavement, and equally clear distinctions between
space given over for movement of traffic and for
landscape. In every scheme we illustrate, a place is
found for a significant number of street trees.

