Update on Housing in London

Response to the Mayor’s Draft Replacement London Plan Housing Policies from Nicky Gavron AM, on behalf of Labour Members of the Assembly Planning and Housing Committee
This is an extract from the Housing chapter of Labour’s response to the Mayor’s Draft Replacement plan. I prepared it in the context for discussions with Members of the Assembly’s cross party Planning and Housing Committee prior to reaching agreement on the London Assembly’s Consultation Response Plan. This was approved by the Planning and Housing Committee on Thursday 14th January 2010. The link to it is - 

The Housing policies are contained in Chapter 3 called ‘London’s People’.

In our response to this chapter we have concentrated on the housing policies which are central to providing mixed and balanced communities, a core ingredient of sustainable development. The key question that needs to be address by the housing policy is;

‘Does the proposed draft Plan policies meet the needs of London’s growing population in a way that promotes sustainable patterns of development, greater equity and inclusivity, tackling the disparities in wealth and opportunity in and between communities in different parts of London? ‘

For the purpose of coherence we have reordered the key policies in this chapter to make better links between topics.

Housing Supply (Policy 3.3)

The annual housing target is of at least 33,400 additional homes across London.  This is supported on the basis of it being based on the Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment (SHLAA). 


As in the existing London Plan the text should be explicit that the target for additional homes is a net target (i.e. replacement of demolished units does not contribute to the target) so that there is no confusion with investment targets which are gross.

We note that the Plan target will be reviewed by 2015/16 but we need to know interventions the Mayor will make to deal with underperformance against targets, at both regional and borough level.  

An important part of the evidence base is the London Strategic Housing Market Assessment (SHMA), published in April 2009. It provides estimates for the requirement for additional housing in London for the next 10 year broken down by tenure and size of homes required. This requirement for social rented housing as shown in table 1 of the summary of the SHMA is 45% of the total requirement, with intermediate housing at 11% and market housing at 44%. 

These figures should be included in the Plan text in paras 3.12-3.16. Given the proposals in policy 3.12 for revised affordable housing targets, the SHMA shows there is a serious gap between the assessment of housing requirements and the targets for affordable housing output, particularly in terms of socially rented provision. The SHMA shows there is a serious gap between assessment of need in overall terms and in terms of affordable housing particularly in terms of socially rented. We are concerned that the impacts of the current economic recession will have altered the assumptions made in this Report with the effect of increasing the demand for socially rented housing still further.  The modelling for the adopted assumptions in the Report are formulated to produce projections for the period April 2007 to March 2017.

Definition of Affordable Housing (Policy 3.11)

The definition itself applies national guidance.  It is the interpretation of eligibility for intermediate housing that causes concern.  While it is recognised that there is a need to provide more family sized intermediate housing, a household income of up to £74,000 for homes of more than two bedrooms opens intermediate housing to a much wider client group than can hope to be met by the planned supply of intermediate homes.  

The revised income level of £74,000 is more than twice the average household income level (sixty per cent of households in London earn less than £30,000 p.a). In the context of the need for housing for families on low incomes not being met in the current economic climate, this will divert funding away from need. Given the consensus that the existing and projected need is greater than planned to be delivered the policy needs to be revisited.

It is important that intermediate provision is affordable by households at the lower end of the intermediate range, and consequently the monitoring midpoint, ie £39,750 (midpoint of £18,100 - £61,400 range as included in the Housing SPG) should also be included in the supporting text for Policy 3.11 to ensure that lower income households are being treated equitably in the application system. It is important that provision of three bedroom or larger intermediate homes also focuses on the lower half of the income range, rather than households of incomes in the range of £61,400 to £74,000.

Affordable Housing Targets (Policy 3.12)

The target of 13,200 per annum affordable homes over the next three years produces a total of 39,600.  This is equivalent to only 39.5% of the 3 year capacity based target of 100,200 homes ( ie three times annual target of 33,400). This is therefore a significant reduction from the existing London Plan target that 50% of net additional supply should be affordable housing.

It is proposed in Policy ‘A’ that only 60% of affordable homes will be social rented properties and 40% will be intermediate, compared with the current ratio of 70% social rent: 30% intermediate. We refer to these changes under Policy 3.3.

This change has the effect of reducing Mayor Johnson’s revised social rented target of 35% down to below 24%, while the intermediate target increases from 15% to 16%. This is not supported by the evidence of the Strategic Housing Market Assessment which would support targets of 45% social housing, 11% intermediate ( with an effective social rent: intermediate ratio of 80%: 20%).  

The deletion of the London-wide regional 50% affordable housing target would leave borough councils with total discretion as to how affordable housing targets are set, with no requirement to have regard to a London-wide target. 

While separate affordable housing targets are proposed within the Mayor’s Housing Strategy, these will have no statutory force or constitute a material consideration in terms of planning law. As there would be no regional proportionate target, the Mayor could lose his ability to object to boroughs proposing low proportionate affordable housing targets in core strategies. Moreover, in considering policy compliance for strategic schemes referred to him under his planning powers, the Mayor could no longer have regard to a regional target but only to the borough’s own target. Consequently the Mayor would have no basis, for example in objecting to a scheme in Bromley which provided only 25% affordable housing, as this would be compliant with the borough’s own target. 


This is one of the most significant instances of the existing London Plan being seriously weakened by the policy in the new draft.  The presumption that 50% of all new homes should be affordable is dropped and this and its replacement with a Borough wide target removes a crucial mechanism for negotiations with developers on a site by site basis and for incentivising Boroughs and developers to exceed targets. 

There is a case for an Equalities Impact Assessment because the proposals will disadvantage those groups in greatest housing need. As this disproportionately includes minority ethnic households and households headed by women and/or single parent households, the underprovision of social rented housing is discriminatory. 


The Policy as proposed will lead to further social polarisation, given that it is generally the boroughs that have the lowest existing affordable housing provision which have the lowest affordable housing targets. 

Negotiating Affordable Housing on individual private residential and mixed use schemes (Policy 3.13)

As the regional 50% target has been dropped the main reference point as  under 3.12 is the Borough’s own locally determined target.  In addition some London boroughs have very low targets for housing supply giving them every reason to focus on development viability and not on whether or not an affordable output is achievable with or without public subsidy from the HCA or another source. The Mayor’s position in responding to proposals for no grant/no or low affordable housing schemes would be weaker than at present. 

Affordable Housing Thresholds (Policy 3.14)

The provision of affordable homes on developments of more than 10 dwellings should be lowered to 5 homes given the increasing dependence in the current housing market on the development of smaller infill sites.  This will also assist the objectives of neighbourhood mix, take advantage of sites which already have transport and social infrastructure and avoid of further social polarisation.
Para 3.46 refers to policies in the Housing Strategy, supporting growth in the private rented sector.  This is welcomed.  However, it is worth flagging up the longer term problems of management and maintenance which may result from the highly fragmented ‘buy to let’ market as blocks in multiple ownership come up for refurbishment.  

There is a case for having the criteria set out as a separate policy not just as supporting text but as a separate policy on Off-site provision of Affordable Housing.

Mixed and Balanced Communities (Policy 3.10)

With reference to policy 3.10 Mixed and balanced communities, the draft policy states that a "more balanced mix of tenure should be sought particularly in neighbourhoods where social renting predominates."  We suggest that this should read, "when social renting or owner-occupation predominates".  If this Policy remains as it is there is a serious concern as to how the Mayor is going to achieve mixed and balanced communities in areas that are predominantly owner occupied.

Justification text in Para 3.52 needs strengthening to include reference to the undesirability of mono tenure owner occupied districts and neighbourhoods. 

It is an omission under balanced and mixed communities there is no planning decisions policy relating to protecting and enhancing facilities that meet the needs of particular groups and communities. 

Add a new section under Planning Decisions: Inequality across London – proposals should protect and enhance facilities that meet needs of particular groups and communities.  Proposals involving loss of facilities without adequate justification or replacement should be resisted. 

Borough Council Development Plan Documents should make appropriate provision for facilities and services to address identified needs of local communities and groups. (Also cross refer to Policy 3.1 and cross refer to and add to Policy 3.17.)

Also see Policy 3.13 on Off-site Affordable Housing Provision

Housing Choice (Policy 3.8)

The Policy should incorporate targets for bedroom size as derived from the SHMA.  A minimum of 40% of socially rented should be four bed roomed units or larger.

A target of 50% should be set as the proportion of intermediate units to be three bedroom or larger. The overall target for three bedroom or larger homes should be set at 33%.

A 15% target should be set as the proportion of market units (private homes) to be three bedrooms or larger. 

This Policy should include the existing London Plan Policy 3A.13 which covers special needs and specialist housing.  Borough policies should provide for special needs housing. The policy should include provision for housing for women suffering from domestic violence.  (Evidence base: See the Way Forward on women and violence and Objective 3 integrate actions around violence against women (and children) into the London Housing Strategy). 

Para 3.46 refers to policies in the Housing Strategy, supporting growth in the private rented sector.  This is welcomed.  However, it is worth flagging up the longer term problems of management and maintenance which may result from the highly fragmented ‘buy to let’ market as blocks in multiple ownership come up for refurbishment and the need to have a ‘block’ management scheme in place.  

Optimising Housing Potential (Policy 3.4)

Policy 3.4 no longer seeks to maximise housing output on sites in unit terms.  This is welcomed as it should allow for appropriate implementation of the plan in terms of ensuring an appropriate range of dwelling types in terms of built form, bedroom size mix and tenure. 

We support the statement that high density does not need to be high rise development. However it should be noted that hyper-dense schemes, i.e. over 435 dwellings per hectare (or over 1,100 habitable rooms per hectare – i.e. the top of the top range in the density matrix) can normally only be achieved through high rise development and should be fully justified in terms of compliance with the full range of policies in the plan. 

Quality and Design of Housing Developments (Policy 3.5)

The inclusion of minimum standards for all tenures within Policy 3.5 is greatly supported. (Table 3.3 Minimum space standards for new development.)

However, it is insufficient to set out unit space standards without defining standards for ‘adequate’ sized rooms, particularly bedrooms. These standards as set out in the Mayor’s housing design guide should be incorporated in plan policy. We need space standards to be uniform between public, intermediate and private sector to provide a level playing field in order for dwellings to move between tenures. This allows for greater flexibility in terms of responding to changing market demand.

The Proposal in ‘A’ to give the boroughs the option of a presumption against development in back gardens (not domestic extensions).    This will reinforce the powers that already exist to oppose inappropriate development. 

The policy should make reference to the need to ensure the use of permeable surfaces in back and front gardens and permeable surfaces in housing developments are retained.  

We propose a policy addition to promote rainwater harvesting and a dual system of potable and grey water.

Children and Young People’s Play and informal recreation facilities (Policy 3.6)

This policy and supporting text is strongly welcomed.  Section ‘B’ should include the 10 sq metres of play and informal recreation space per child, set out in the SPG.  

Large Residential Developments (Policy 3.7)

The connection of large housing developments with high public transport accessibility is welcomed. However, connections between enhanced transport infrastructure, such as interchanges, is not borne out by the treatment of spatial integration in designated areas in Chapter 2.

Explicit reference should be made to decentralised energy / CCHP, waste management and water recycling / rainwater storage should be in the policy.  These are just the developments that can spearhead technologies and future proofing to accommodate technical advances.  References in para 3.37 should also be strengthened.  

Proposal for new Policy: Off-site provision of Affordable Housing

The criteria is included in para 3.67 of draft revised plan. There is a case for having criteria exceptionally for off-site affordable housing as policy. This is important in terms of ensuring that the implementation of off site provision does not reduce neighbourhood balance and increase social polarisation.


Protection and enhancement of social infrastructure (Policy 3.17)

This Policy should also cross-refer to the policy on Lifetime Neighbourhoods at Chapter 7.1.

