
Replanning London: 1945 to the 
present

By Alex Grant



Let’s introduce ourselves

• What interests us about the course?

• How well do we know London?

• What  do we like most about the city?

• What do we dislike about it?

• What do we want to learn more about how 
London has changed in the last 70 years?



About me 
• I have 20 years’ experience at the frontline of politics and planning 

and am writing a book about contemporary development in London 
and elsewhere.

• Until May 2014 I was a Labour councillor in the Royal Borough of 
Greenwich for 16 years, representing Blackheath Westcombe –
always one of London’s most marginal wards. Chair of Greenwich’s 
Planning Board (and Greenwich’s design champion) 2006 to 2010 

• I worked as senior researcher for Nick Raynsford MP, a former 
Minister for London, between 2008 and 2012. 

• In 2012-13 I had a spell in the private sector at Indigo Public Affairs, 
doing community consultation on the residential conversion of 
Centre Point and large developments at Mount Pleasant, Canary 
Wharf and Shoreditch.

• Now a freelance writer lecturer and consultant

• I blog about Politics, History and Architecture at www.alexgrant.me



The plan for today
Morning

London 1945-present

Case Study: Covent Garden

Lunch 1-2pm (approx.)

Contemporary London

Next Saturday

Three case studies: Woolwich, 
Victoria and Stratford

London’s future Challenges, and 

Conclusions



Lots of time for discussion and 
questions, but feel free to interrupt 

me at any time



Setting the scene



I took this snapshot of the London 
skyline in 1991



.. And went back in 2014 to take 
exactly the same view



It’s clear the 
most dramatic 

changes 
happened to the 
London skyline 
not in the 60s 

and 70s, but the 
90s and 

noughties



In 1960 the London skyline looked like this –
hardly any tall buildings. First wave of post-war 

rebuilding was mostly low-rise



London was still a low-rise city over which 
St Paul’s reigned supreme



London’s wartime experience tested the mettle of 
Londoners, displaced hundreds of thousands of people, 

and did irreparable damage to the City’s fabric 



By the late 1970s, a cluster of towers 
was rising in the City of London



Which is getting higher, and denser, 
year by year



But the growth of tall buildings has 
been sporadic – Tower 42 was the 
tallest building from 1980 to 1991, 

when it was surpassed by One Canada 
Square, which was in turn only 
surpassed by the Shard in 2012



Pub Quiz question #1 

London has only 
become a high-rise city 
relatively recently. Until 

the Post office Tower 
was completed in 1964 
the tallest building in 

London was...



The 111-metre high dome of St Paul’s 
Cathedral, topped out in 1708



Pub Quiz question #2

When did London’s population first 
reach its current level of 8.6 

million?



Answer: London’s population reached 
8.6 million in 1939 but then declined, 
only returning to the same level in the 

spring of 2015. 

It is now predicted that the population 
could reach 9 million by 2021 and 11 

million by 2041, but who knows? 



The grandiose schemes of the 1960s and 70s failed to reverse the 
decline in London's economy and population. London’s population 
had risen continuously until the Second World War but then fell by 

almost two million and has only recently recovered
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The paradox of post-war London

• Just as London was being rebuilt as a “modern” 
city, it entered a period of steep decline in 
population, employment and prosperity

• Many of London’s post-war planners actively 
encouraged the movement of homes and jobs 
out of the capital, but under-estimated the scale 
of London’s decline

• London’s emergence as a World City has only 
happened very recently – and London has not 
been well-prepared for it in terms of 
infrastructure, governance or planning policy



Rebuilding London after the war



London’s biggest period of growth 
happened before World War Two, with a 
huge spread of suburbs along new tube 

lines from the 1900s onwards 



Suburbs grew rapidly in the 1920s and 1930s



Contrary to 
common belief, 

much of Georgian 
and Victorian  

London – such as 
Nash’s Regent 

Street - had already 
been redeveloped 

in the early 
twentieth century



The construction of two new thoroughfares -
Aldwych and Kingsway – from the 1900s onwards 

had brought with it the largest slum clearance since 
the arrival of London’s first railways 60 years earlier



London saw 
several modern, 

tall buildings 
built before the 
war (albeit not 
quite as high as 
St Pauls) such as 
Charles Holden’s 
Senate House of 
1937 (64m high) 

and 55 
Broadway (53m)



New Town Halls built in the late 1930s just 
before the war  – such as Hornsey and 

Greenwich – were arguably more “modern” 
than the Royal Festival Hall built after it



Wartime bomb damage (shown as purple and black 
on this map) not as great as many people assume



Contrary to popular myth, the area around St 
Paul’s was not completely flattened



Post-war planning 
was as much about 

nostalgia for the past 
as Utopian visions of 

the future: Elliot 
Hodgkin’s painting of 
St Paul’s saw beauty 

amid the ruins



Outside central London, East End boroughs 
suffered much worse damage than the others



Patrick Abercrombie’s Greater London Plan: devised in 1943 when the 
war was at its height. It assumed that much of Victorian housing stock 
was “obsolescent” even if reparable or not damaged by bombing at all



Abercrombie proposed a dense network of new urban 
motorways, both radial and orbital –mostly 

untunnelled. But most were never built



The plan proposed a rigid segregation of 
land uses 



And a thick 
“green belt” 

around London, 
with new Towns 
- often merely 
expansions of 

existing 
settlements -

beyond it



Abercrombie’s “Social and Functional Analysis” 
recognised that London was – and still is - a 

collection of villages



Abercrombie did not foresee the movement of 
manufacturing, and the Docks, out of London



Abercrombie’s plans more modern –
but less ambitious – than the Royal 

Academy's Plan of 1942



A  new processional route from the River 
Thames northwards to the British Museum 
would have seen much of Bloomsbury and 

Holborn demolished



A new Boulevard 
would have linked 

Buckingham Palace to 
Victoria Station, and 

London Bridge station 
would have been put 

underground



The 1950s



Festival of Britain, 1951: showcasing 
the modern



...but also celebrating the past. Hugh 
Casson was no modernist ideologue 



Many historic landmarks were painstakingly 
restored after almost total destruction, such as 

St Clement Danes



The House of Commons chamber, 
destroyed by an incendiary in 1941, was 

rebuilt as an almost exact replica



Much post war development was low-rise and in 
brick, not concrete: the Lansbury estate



Likewise with offices: for example, Victor Heal’s 
Bank of England offices, built by St Paul’s 

in1953-60, in Portland Stone and red brick



A similar story with New Towns: 
England's first point blocks, built in 
Harlow in 1947, were in red brick



While Stevenage got a modern clock 
tower, most new town were nostalgic 

in scale and materials



Action was taken to improve air quality following 
the Great Smog of December 1952: the Clean Air 

Act of 1956 solved the problem rapidly by 
outlawing the burning of non-smokeless fuels



The 1960s



There was much shocking demolition of fine buildings that had 
survived the Blitz – for road widening in the case of James Bunstone 
Bunning’s Coal Exchange of 1849, or for no good reason at all in the 

case of Philip Charles Hardwick’s Euston Station



Royal Festival Hall architect’s Sir Leslie Martin’s early 1960s plan to 
redevelop most of Whitehall would have entailed the demolition of 

the Treasury, Middlesex Guildhall, and even Sir George 
Gilbert Scott’s Foreign Office (though Norman Shaw’s New 

Scotland Yard would have survived, crammed in a courtyard)



The scheme was abandoned in the late 1960s on 
cost grounds – not just conservation



But such outlandish plans were nothing new. Pre-war plans had existed 
for a new airport above the Thames and even a multi-storey car park in 

Trafalgar Square



A 1960s plan for a hanging Monorail  was 
never built – but briefly revived in 2006 



Plan for Soho, 1954 by Geoffrey Jellico, Ove Arup and 
Edward Mills – never close to being built, but taken 

seriously at the time 



Victorian Gothic and neo-renaissance  architecture 
fell spectacularly out of fashion. The 1960s saw the 

demolition of the Imperial Institute and Imperial 
Hotel (no relation)



Although St Pancras was saved, many other landmarks 
weren’t. Amazingly, in 1973 London Bridge was dismantled 

and sold for $2.5m to Lake Havasu City in Arizona



The creation of the GLC in 1964 saw the 
old London County Council extended to 

cover all of London’s suburbs



The GLC Plan of 1969 proposed urban three “Ringways” or urban 
motorways, similar to Abercrombie’s plan. The outer ring was 
eventually completed as the M25 in the mid-1980s, but only a 

fraction of the two inner rings were built



In 1973, Labour – who had originally 
backed the Ringways - won back 

control of County Hall and the plans 
were ditched after heavy protests 



Rem 
Koolhas’s 
1975 plan 
for a cross-

London 
strip: A 

tongue-in 
cheek 

architects’ 
joke



Elephant and Castle was one place 
where the vision became reality – with 

disastrous results



Concrete, system-built blocks – such as on the 
Ferrier and Heygate estates - caught on in the 

late 1960s as a cost-saving measure



The Alton Estate in Roehampton (1958-59) is based 
on Le Corbusier’s Unite d’Habitation. It had a 

relatively high budget, generous public space, and 
mature trees. But most other estates were failures



Construction of system-
built tower blocks was 
halted suddenly after a 
gas explosion at the 22-

storey, ’Large Panel 
System’ Ronan Point in 

Newham kills four 
people in May 1968 –
just two months after 

its completion



But some redevelopment schemes, such as the 
Barbican (1968-81), were successful when 

properly resourced and maintained, and when 
people were not forced to live in high-rise flats 



Comments and questions



Let’s take a short break



The 1970s



The 1970s: a return to high-density low-rise 
blocks, such as Odhams Walk in Covent Garden, 

but not often replicated



Local authorities and housing associations started 
to repair older buildings, not demolish them. 

Others were gentrified by a new urban middle-class



But valuable heritage continued to be lost –
including the birthplace of General Gordon in 

Woolwich, demolished in the mid-1970s for new 
council housing 



Office development was much better-behaved by 
the mid-1970s: for example, Elson Pack & Roberts’ 

Ashdown House on Victoria Street, and nearby 
Basil Spence’s Home Office



The ’Location of Offices 
Bureau’ dispersed office workers 

away from the capital:  from 1963 
until 1979, developers wishing to 

build new offices in London 
required costly permits from the 
Bureau.  Those office blocks that 
were built, such as Centre Point, 
were never filled and are often 

now converted to residential use



In 1960 the Greater London Plan proposed 
that over one million Londoners should be 
relocated from Inner London. The great 
majority of overspill families were 
relocated either to expanded towns or 
to new towns within south east England. 



Pub Quiz question #3

Which city overtook London to 
become Europe’s largest city in the 

1970s?



Answer: Moscow



London seen as just another part of 
the South-East

• The Rise of ROSE (Rest of South East), and in 
particular New Towns like Basingstoke, 
Welwyn, Stevenage, Basildon and Harlow. 

• ROSE could also stand for Rise of Suburban 
Exodus!



With London’s 
population static or 
falling, there was no 

new transport 
infrastructure other 
than a scaled-down 
Victoria Line in the 

early 70s and a 
modest extension of 

the Jubilee Line in the 
late 70s



In the 1980s, Government spending cuts fuelled 
racial tensions. Crime, riots in 1981 and 1985, and 
unemployment blighted districts like Tottenham 

and Brixton



By the early 1980s the GLC was run by the Labour left 
and the Thatcher Government was determined to 

abolish it



The GLC was hampered by frequent 
changes of political control, conflict with 
the 32 boroughs and inadequate powers



GLC’s physical achievements, such as Burgess 
Park, have not proved to be of huge benefit



The GLC’s own new towns, such as Thamesmead, were not a 
success. It was forecast to have a population of 100,000 and a 

marina but today it only has a population of 50,000 and no rail link.  
It seems like an outdoor museum of 50 years of planning blunders



Strategic Planning in London was to be  
split between the dead hand of Whitehall, 
the market, and 32 competing boroughs



London's crumbling infrastructure, shrinking 
economy and population falls of the 1960s and 

1970s were followed by the abolition of the GLC 
in the mid-1980s



The Government started a 
number of schemes, such as 

Estate Action, Single 
Regeneration Budgets and 

Development Corporations. 
The emphasis was on 

breaking up monolithic 
council estates, relaxing 
planning controls and 

encouraging free enterprise. 
The architectural results 

were often mixed.



Development in Docklands was initially low-rise



But the arrival of Canary Wharf in 1991 put an 
end to that!



A new City Airport improvement accessibility –
but blighted local communities



Transport infrastructure was slow to come. The Docklands 
Light Railway proved to be totally inadequate and the 

Jubilee Line extension was not opened until 1999. 
Development was slowed by Canary Wharf's receivership 

in 1992



The M25 was finally completed in the late 
1980s, relieving congestion in London. But the 
new motorway was almost immediately full to 

capacity. No orbital rail links were built



The 1990s



There was relatively little new commercial 
development in London – apart from Broadgate -

in the early 1990s. Much of it was low-rise 
“Groundscrapers”, not high-rise  - Banks and other 

financial institutions needed bigger floor plates



There were some high-profile and controversial 
new developments – such as Embankment 

Place, the National Gallery extension and One 
Poultry – but not much else



Paternoster Square: a cause celebre that lead to 
indifferent buildings arguably little better than 

William Holford’s buildings of 1958



Many big new office developments were in out-of-
centre locations like Docklands and Hammersmith



Most new retail development was in suburbs 
like Bromley, Wimbledon  and Kingston



– or out of town retail parks like Bluewater which 
opened in 1999 with 13,000 free car parking spaces, just 
as planning policy made such places a thing of the past



London was often portrayed in culture as a city 
in long-term decline – for example Patrick 

Keillor’s film London (1994)

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=baL4JqCqllY&feature=kp


Right up until the late 1990s, central London 
often felt tawdry and down-at-heel



The Poll Tax riot of May 1990 turned 
Trafalgar Square into a battlefield



London was still subject to regular IRA 
bombing, with two large attacks on the City 

of London in  1992 and 1993



London until the 1990s: managed 
decline?

• London’s population fell from a peak of 8.5million in 1939 to 
7.42 million in 1971, and just 6.8 million in 1981. Between 
1981 and 1991 London’s population only rose by  25,000.

• Predictions in the 1960s that this decline would be reversed 
proved false. 

• London's workforce was also falling: in 1970 it stood at 
4.1million, 7% lower than in 1966. The GLC had predicted 
London’s decline but it proved to be faster than predicted: the 
number of jobs in London fell  further to 3.75million in the 
early 1990s. 

• London's manufacturing industry entered a decline in the 
1960s, which only accelerated in the 1970s and 1980s. 
London's manufacturing workforce fell from 1.6m in 1961 to 
just 328,000 in 1993.



Case Study: Covent Garden



Covent Garden’s redevelopment in the 
mid-1970s was only narrowly averted



The plan would have saved  Charles Fowler’s 
market buildings of 1828-30 - but knocked down 

pretty much everything else nearby



Before the Fruit and Veg market moved, Covent 
Garden was a messy, ungentrified place



By the 1960s the Fruit and Veg market at Covent 
garden was causing chronic traffic congestion 

and was inefficient and overcrowded



Ironically, the GLC’s Plan of the late 60s was less 
ambitious than the Royal Academy's Plan of 1942, 
which would have seen both Fowler’s market and 

the Royal Opera House demolished entirely



But it provoked a huge campaign of 
opposition from local residents, small 

businesses and conservationists



Although the Plan was officially approved by 
Government Minister Geoffrey Rippon, his listing 
of 245 buildings effectively killed it stone dead. 

Russell Street and Maiden Lane were saved



An office 
block on 

Long Acre, 
completed in 
1981, is the 
only part of 
the original 
plan to have 

been 
executed



Paradoxically, some of Covent Garden’s oldest 
buildings on Russell Street were demolished in the 

1990s for the Royal Opera House extension 



While new 
community 
buildings in 

Covent Garden 
are not always 
architecturally 

successful 



Community action lead to the market 
being kept in use – though for fashion 

and tourist tat, not fruit and veg



Ironically, next to the market where apples were 
once sold wholesale, Apple now has one of its 

most lucrative retail stores



Comments and questions



Lunch



London in the New Millennium



One of New Labour’s most long-lasting 
legacies is an elected Mayor for 

London, first elected in 2000



New infrastructure  and grand Projects were delivered in the late 
1990s – but often late and over budget and with added controversy: 
the British Museum Great Court (2000), Portcullis House (2001), the 

Royal Opera House refurbishment (1997-99), the London Eye and 
the Millennium Dome



The Jubilee Line extension of the late 1990s was impressive – but 
two years late, 50% over budget, with a signalling system that did 

not work, and leaving Thamesmead unconnected 



London re-emerged as a booming "Global City" from the late 1990s 
onwards. Mayor Ken Livingston’s London Plan of 2004 was 

unashamedly pro-growth, pro-development and pro tall buildings



A stance continued by his successor, Boris 
Johnson, from 2008 to 2016, albeit with less 

emphasis on affordable housing



The current London Plan target is for 42,000 
homes in the capital each year over the next 

twenty years. This is twice the rate of new 
homes built since the 1970s



Mayor Sadiq Khan – elected May 2016

• First Muslim mayor of any major western city

• Ambitious – and young (born 1970). Like 
Boris, he may want to return to Westminster 
politics after one or two terms as Mayor. Risk-
averse: will he deliver bold policies London 
needs? 

• Put lots of emphasis on a fares freeze. But it’s 
being paid for by cuts to bus services and 
tube investment, and now ridership Is falling 
there’s a budget gap

• Pledged to build affordable housing at twice 
the rate of Boris: 20,000 units a year for four 
years, many at low rents. But he had originally 
pledged 80,000 a year. Too early to say 
whether developers will play ball 



With police 
budgets largely 

outside his 
control, Khan 
has managed 
expectations 
downwards –

particularly with 
regards to rising 

levels of knife 
crime 



Sadiq Khan can claim some success in 
increasing the rate of new 
homebuilding since 2016



But the number of new homes –
particularly genuinely affordable ones –

still falls well short of what is needed



How can it be, in a wealthy city of 8.6 
million people, that rehousing 100 

households displaced by the Grenfell 
Tower fire of 2017 proved such a 

challenge? Although it was an 
immense tragedy, the number of 

homes lost in the fire was the same as 
the number lost in an average night 

during the World War Two blitz



With ongoing 
austerity and the 

distraction of 
Brexit, most 

discussion about 
housing is the 

number of new 
units and how 

affordable they are 
– not the quality of 
new development



Many  new 
developments 
in London are 

very high 
density – but 

overall London 
is less than half 

as dense as 
Madrid and 

30% less dense 
than Paris



Projects delivered by both Mayors 
have generally been well-received



The Thames Gateway – an eastwards extension of London 
Docklands – is seen as a priority for growth. But the 

“Gateway” had a major image problem and ambitious 
targets for 180,000 new jobs and 160,000 new homes 

between 2001-2016  have proved to be fantasy. 
The problem is that too few people want to live there



London’s growth since the late 1990s 
has partly been down to global factors: 

the rise of financial services, and the 
rebirth of post-industrial cities



But it has also been helped by a cross-party 
consensus between the Mayor, Government and 

Boroughs that growth and infrastructure 
investment are good things in their own right



Comments and questions



London since the 1990s has become more comfortable with post-
war modernity. The Alexandra Road estate in Camden (1972-78) was 
listed in 1993, and Goldfinger House in 2013. The Royal Festival Hall 

and National Theatre have been restored and rehabilitated



Although the skyline has 
changed utterly since 1945, 

“protected view” policies 
mean that St Paul's is still not 
surrounded by towers. Echoes 
of Canaletto’s view of London, 
painted in 1746, could be still 

be felt during the Jubilee River 
Pageant of 2012



London is finally getting round to completing the 
redevelopment of troubled sites, such as King’s Cross



Battersea Power Station – empty for 30 years and 
subject to umpteen failed regeneration plans – is 

finally being revived 



... and Nine Elms nearby – which will see Covent 
Garden Market redeveloped again 40 years after 

its relocation



Yet more new towers are under construction, or 
newly completed, in the City: the Walkie Talkie (20 
Fenchurch Street), the Cheesegrater (Leadenhall 

Building),and 22 Bishopsgate (originally called the 
Helter Skelter before a redesign)



In all cases, the sites of these new 
towers were previously occupied by 

indifferent 1960s blocks



At 306m high, 
Renzo Piano’s 
Shard is the 

tallest building 
not only in 

London and the 
UK, but in all the 

EU



The 1,000-foot Tulip Tower (proposed to be built 
alongside the Gherkin) would be London’s tallest yet, 
but may be blocked by the GLA because of its impact 
on views of he Tower of London, and the lack of free 

access to the viewing platform at the top



The Shard’s arrival was seen as an 
assault on the London skyline



But once completed, Londoners have 
accepted it and even grown fond of it



New Thames bridges have been built, proposed – or 
abandoned in the case of the Garden Bridge, which has 

incurred costs of £53m with nothing to show for it



The London 2012 Olympics were a huge success –
but there are concerns over whether Stratford City 

will really work. A “village” it is not



In small groups, What has changed 
most about the part of London you 

live in (or know best)

is it changing for the better?

How will it change in the next 70 
years?



Replanning London: 1945 to the 
present

By Alex Grant



Day 2



Today, we’ll look at three parts of London that 
are undergoing huge change: Woolwich, Victoria 

and Stratford.

We’ll then try and draw some conclusions from 
the three case studies, and then turn to London’s 

future Challenges.



Case study one: Woolwich



Woolwich in context



Woolwich is not just a suburb: it has been a town in its own 
right for centuries. There is evidence of an iron-age 

settlement, and a Roman fort. Woolwich had a ferry across 
the Thames since the early fourteenth century. But it was 

only a small village until the late middle ages. 

Woolwich: a brief history



A Royal 
Dockyard 
from 1512. 
Many of 
England’s 
finest ships of 
the C16 and 
C17, including 
the Great 
Harry and 
Sovereign of 
the Seas, were 
built there



The Arsenal and the Royal Artillery: 
the spur to Woolwich’s growth

• The Regiment of Artillery was formed in the 
Arsenal in 1716. The Royal artillery moved from 
the Arsenal to new barracks on the Common 
between 1776 and 1802 and the Royal Military 
Academy moved to another new building also on 
the Common in 1808.

• The Arsenal rapidly grew to become a place 
where munitions were built, not where soldiers 
were trained  

• Although Woolwich’s Royal Dockyard closes in 
1869, the Royal Arsenal had already overtaken it 
in terms of jobs and importance



1741: John 
Rocque’s map 

shows 
Woolwich is 
still a small 

village along 
the Thames 



By 1869, expansion of the Arsenal 
meant Woolwich had grown hugely 

and its population had reached 70,000



19th century: New Woolwich institutions were mutual, not 
commercial. It was an important  birthplace of the Co-

operative and Labour Movements

• The Royal Arsenal Co-
Operative Society (RACS).

• The Woolwich Equitable 
Building Society

• In 1903 Woolwich became 
the first place in Britain to 
have both a Labour MP and 
a Labour council. It has had 
both a Labour MP, and a 
Labour council, almost 
continuously ever since



Pub Quiz Question

• How many people worked at the Royal Arsenal 
in 1918?



Answer

• 80,000 – 38% of them women



The Royal Arsenal
• From its origins in 

the seventeenth 
century, the Royal 
Arsenal grew to be 
the largest factory in 
the world at the 
time of WW1 –
employing 80,000 
people and covering 
1,200 acres



By 1906, Woolwich was a confident, grand town 
with a confident, grand Town Hall to match



Woolwich had a linear High Street (Powis Street) 
lined with department stores – because of its 

economic decline in the late twentieth century it 
never got an indoor shopping mall



Ian Nairn on Woolwich in the 1960s:

“[Woolwich is] a commercial gold mine 
[which] has come down from the 

Midland cities and in the process lost 
its Midland drabness and taken on 

alertness and savoir faire".



1960s onwards: economic decline

• The Royal Arsenal, which had gradually declined 
since WW1, began to shut down from the 1960s 
onwards

• Loss of other major manufacturing employers, 
e.g. Siemens

• Woolwich’s department stores – Cuffs and 
Garretts – both close down

• Labour council was increasingly insular and 
unimaginative until the mid-1990s

• Woolwich of little strategic importance or interest 
to the GLC or central government



Much of historic Woolwich demolished in 
the 1960s and 1970s – including the 

Regency House where General Gordon 
was born



1980s and 1990s: isolation and 
stagnation

• Woolwich excluded from London Docklands development 
area: little new development in the 1990s

• RACS merges with London Co-op and shuts down its 
Woolwich department stores

• A non-policy of unmanaged decline
• Major employers pull out – the University of Greenwich, 

magazine publisher Miller Freeman, and  Woolwich 
Building Society  all quit in the 1900s. Even the Royal 
Artillery almost pulls out as well

• Further collapse of remaining manufacturing in 1990s: in 
1994 the Arsenal ward (which covered the residential 
streets uphill from the Arsenal itself) had a male 
unemployment rate of 62%, the highest rate of any ward in 
mainland Britain.  

• Arsenal shuts completely in 1994



2000s: Woolwich’s shaky recovery
• Royal Arsenal redeveloped from late 

1990s onwards – though increasingly as 
Housing, not Mixed-Use

• DLR opens in 2008
• Crossrail station secured after a long 

struggle. Due to open in 2018. Woolwich 
will be just 40 minutes from Heathrow, 
20 minutes from West End

• London Plan envisages Woolwich being a 
“Metropolitan Centre” on a par with 
Bromley, Croydon and Stratford by 2031  
– a very ambitious target indeed

• Woolwich’s stigma still applies - Marks 
and Spencer closed in 2014. Shrinking 
retail base and hardly any upmarket 
openings. Little evening economy. 

• Marketing very poor
• Some new institutions fail – Firepower 

Museum never attracts enough visitors 
and is due to close in 2017



Woolwich’s 
recovery was 
not aided by 
the riots of 
2011 or the 

killing of 
drummer Lee 
Rigby in 2013



Immediate 
hinterland of 

Woolwich town 
centre is a mix of 

failed council 
housing (some 

awaiting 
demolition) and 

ungentrified early 
Victorian housing



The Woolwich Central site: formerly a Cavalry 
Barracks, visible in the bottom left hand-corner of 

this 1961 aerial view



Site previously occupied by Peggy Middleton House, 
Crown Building and Post Office – all demolished in 

2008-2011 to make way for a huge new Tesco



New Council Offices (the Woolwich Centre) built on 
Wellington Street in 2010. Generally seen as a 

success. Replaced the unloved Peggy Middleton 
House, whose site was then freed up for Tesco 



In return, Spenhill 
(Tesco’s 

development arm) 
built  a Tesco store 
and flats above on 
Peggy Middleton 

House site. Winner 
of Building Design’s 
“Carbuncle Cup” for 

the worst new 
building of 2014!



Collado Collins – the site’s original masterplanners 
– saw the site as part of a “Woolwich Ramblas” all 

the way from Woolwich Common to the river



Original plan 
envisaged a very tall 

building of 26+ 
stories at northern 
end of site, where 

Post Office had stood. 
Council ignored CABE 
advice and approved 
tower in outline only.



•Economic challenges meant a “fundamental 
review” of the scheme started a year after 
planning permission was granted in January 
2007.  
•No work started on site until 2009, and 
many changes made to the original planning 
permission between 2007 and 2010. 
•Collado Collins dropped as Masterplanners 
– Sheppard Robson now the sole architects

2008: the downturn strikes



The 26-stoery 
tower was 
dropped, 

possibly for 
ever. As a 

result, Tesco 
itself 

dominates



Problem #1: In place of the tower, the Post Office site 
has been given “temporary” landscaping, far inferior 

to General Gordon Square alongside



With hindsight – and foresight - the 
demolition of the Post office building 

was a huge blunder 



Problem #2: Most of the small retail 
units at front of building remain unlet



Astonishingly, this was all built across the road 
from a Pugin Church (St Peter’s) of 1842-43....



Further phases will be even higher and denser. 
Views of the Town Hall clock tower from 

Woolwich Common will be lost.



Just to the north of Tesco, General Gordon 
Square was revamped by Gustafson Porter in 

2011 and can look great...



... Particularly if viewed from a 
distance



But is let down by a “Big Screen” that 
blocks views to and from Woolwich 
Arsenal station, poor signage and a 

lack of maintenance



Woolwich’s DLR station still has temporary buildings 
and the damage it inflicted on townscape is plain to 

see. The recession put the “above-station 
development” on hold for years



In the “civic core” 100 metres from 
Tesco the listed former Police Station 

and Magistrates' Court are being 
converted to residential uses. Nearby 
the Old Town Hall, Town Hall annexe, 

swimming baths and Polytechnic 
buildings are poorly-maintained, 

underused or empty. There is little 
sign of the promised conservation 

area, or a proper plan for their future. 
The notion of a “cultural quarter” here 

seems to have been abandoned



While the 1950s 
Regal Cinema  next 
door to the Town 
Hall may not have 

been a great 
building, there 

were exciting plans 
to turn it into an 

arts centre...



...but sadly it is now demolished, and 
the proposed block of flats to take its 

place does not inspire or excite



With M&S closed and changed to a 99p store, 
Woolwich needs to look beyond retail for a 

sustainable future. Ambitions for Woolwich to be a 
“Metropolitan Centre” by 2031 are pie in the sky



Some historic 
buildings  on 
Hare Street, 

that were 
rotting until 

recently, have 
been restored 
but await new 

retail uses.



Restoration of the Art Deco Co-op – as 
flats - has come in the knick of time



One tiny new Eritrean restaurant –
Blue Nile – is a tripadvisor hit and has 
arguably done more to put Woolwich 

on the map than Tesco ever did



Likewise with the “Woolwich 
Equitable”, a new pub in the defunct 
Building Society’s old banking hall. 

The hipsters are arriving!



Final phase of the Royal 
Arsenal will be incredibly 
high density – more than 

1,000 habitable rooms per 
hectare. The price to pay 

for a Crossrail station!



More towers planned are now being built along Plumstead 
Road above the Crossrail station, to be followed by a 

redevelopment of the Covered market and a new hotel above 
the DLR station. But will their quality be up to scratch?  And 
with the Firepower museum closing, will Woolwich be more 

than just a dormitory with good rail links?



Plumstead Road – the dual carriageway that separates the 
Royal Arsenal from the town centre – causes as much 

severance as ever



Woolwich still faces stigma. The town at the end of the 
line in Zone 4 that dares not speak its name and wants 

to really be Greenwich instead



Coolwich! A new pop-up “Street feast” has opened 
in the impressive 1930s covered market. But it’s 
likely to be demolished for yet more flats in two 

years’ time. 



Case study two: 
Victoria



Victoria: an entity 
that did not exist 
before the 1860s. 

Previously a border-
land between 

Westminster, the 
Grosvenor Canal and 

Chelsea



The area north of the station was 
developed by the early 1700s. Georgian 

terraces can still be seen around Catherine 
Place, just  few blocks north of the station 



Belgravia followed. A relatively young 
district – only developed from the 

1820s onwards



But south of the station was still open fields and 
canalside wharves until the station arrived as 

these 1837 maps show



The station was a relative latecomer – not opened until the 
1860s. Other London termini had been built in the 1840s. And 

Victoria lacked the majesty of Paddington or Kings cross.



Originally two competing stations –
whose impressive buildings seen today 

were not built until the early 1900s



Until then the  
station hotel –
the Grosvenor 
– had  much 

more presence 
than the 

station itself



Station was only served by one tube 
line until the Victoria Line opened in 

the early 1970s 



Victoria was historically the gateway to 
France – via the boat train - and the 
whole are still retains a French feel



Rather than a wide, straight Parisian 
boulevard, Victoria Street is quite 

narrow and isn’t quite straight



But because of competing land ownership, 
the presence of a prison and the Stag 

Brewery, the station never got the public 
space in front of it that deserved



Terminus Place was – and still is – a 
cramped space in front of the station, 

thanks to all those buses and taxis



Victoria was 
primarily 

residential 
before 

World war 
Two – most 

streets 
were lined 

with 
mansion 

blocks, not 
office 
blocks



And the area 
was never 

very poor –
this Booth 
map of the 

1890s shows 
that most 
residents 

were 
wealthy or 
well-to-do



In the 20s and 30s Victoria 
acquired some Art Deco 

classics, such as the coach 
station and the Imperial 

Airways terminal (now HQ 
of the National Audit 

Office!)



Contrary to popular belief, most of these 
survived bomb damage – and as RG Mathews 

post-war watercolours show us - and were 
redeveloped after the war



One of the most 
iconic images of the 

London blitz is 
often captioned as 
Victoria Street. In 

fact it is Queen 
Victoria Street, 

three miles away in 
the city of London



The tower of 
Christ Church, 
Broadway – a 
huge church 

half way down 
Victoria Street 
– survived the 
war and was 

not demolished 
until the 1950s



Lutyens’ 1943 
proposal to 
rebuilt the 
station and 

create a huge 
“Processional 
Way” linking it 
to Buckingham 
Palace came to 

nothing



Instead, post-war development was speculative 
and  led by the private sector- in particular, the 
new land Securities Trust, redeveloped the old 

Stag Brewery site



Kingsgate 
House –

one of the 
first big 
office 

blocks, 
built at 
the very 
start of 

the 1960s



Land Securities built both the main public 
buildings of Victoria Street – New Scotland Yard 

and Westminster City Hall – in the mid-1960s



They also built Portland House   - whose lozenge 
floorplan which owes much to the Pirelli Tower 
in Milan, and the Pan Am building in New York





It is easy to understand why Pevsner 
said Westminster City Hall is "utterly 

mute in civic expression" 



.....but eerily similar 
blocks have just been 

built at Victoria Street's 
western end.



The 1970s legacy is not all bad – such as Cathedral 
Piazza, and the generous arcade that runs along most 

of the southern side of Victoria Street



Later 1970s buildings, such as the Household cavalry 
Barracks, don't always address the street well 



1980s and 1990s speculative office 
developments were generally unimpressive



Michael Hopkins’ plans for a huge tower on 
Terminus Place died a death in the early 1990s 

recession. Now somewhat forgotten about



Tourist tat shops still a common 
feature of Victoria – a good thing or a 

bad one?



But since the Millennium Victoria has seen more 
intense redevelopment than in the 1960s



Why?

•Victoria was identified as an “Area of Intensification” and 
then an “Opportunity Area” in the 2004 London Plan, 
with ambitious targets for 8,000 new jobs and 1,000 new 
homes by 2026. 
•The area is increasingly seen as an area for new housing 
as well as offices. 
•The council wants to encourage the exodus of 
Government offices and their replacement by high-end 
finance, fashion and creative businesses. 
•Victoria is no longer dominated by oil companies and 
overflow from Whitehall: it wants to be an upmarket 
shopping precinct to compete with Bond Street



Roebuck House 
seen in the title 

sequence of 
1960s TV series 
The Prisoner –
has survived, 

been re-clad and 
converted to 

residential use, 
and renamed as 

“The View”

iframe width="640" height="390" src="https:/www.youtube.com/embed/9AL7npkSXZE" frameborder="0" allowfullscreen></iframe


But most of the Stag Place complex has been 
redeveloped as the Cardinal Place shopping centre



Since the 1990s the environs of Portland 
House have changed from this...



...To this



It will soon be reclad with curved 
facades, and become unrecognisable



The new Nova development may be welcome, but it 
has entailed wholesale demolition of historic fabric at 

the western end of Victoria Street



In place of this 20s Midland Bank this 
has been built



Including the cinema 
where “Brief Encounter” 

was filmed



The only fragments to be saved are the 1935 frontage of 
Suttons Pawn shop and an animal sculpture above the 

entrance of a 1990s office block, Allington House –
arguably the least important architectural feature on the 

site



From behind 
the Fat Cat 

hoardings....



... Emerges a 
huge 

development 
much higher 

than 
anything 
Land Secs 

built in the 
1960s





Overshadowing 
the Grosvenor 

Hotel and 
buildings on 

Terminus Place



... And the 
stucco 

terraces of 
Victoria 

Square and 
Buckingham 
Place Road



When 
completed, 

the new 
development 

will dwarf 
Victoria 

Station and 
many of its 
neighbours



Amidst all this building work two of 
London's biggest theatres still do a 

roaring trade



The Victoria Place Theatre will survive, but apart 
from the pub facade next door, its neighbours 

won’t



When its 
completed, it's 
not clear that 

the new 
Kingsgate House 
will be any less 
forbidding than 

the old one



In the meantime the pedestrian 
environment is not too great



Indeed, much of the public realm is 
frankly awful



Much of Vauxhall Bridge Road remains 
a mish-mash of different styles and 

periods



The buildings between Terminus 
Place and Victoria Street, 
including George Sherrin’s 

Victoria arcade, survive for now



Plans for new buildings on the north side of 
Terminus Place are on hold since the last 
recession - – but for how much longer if 

Crossrail 2 goes ahead?



Although one train shed has been built over, Victoria 
Station retains much of its Edwardian character



... Even if many of its old entrances are blocked



John Fowler’s double-span trainshed of 1862 survives 
behind the Edwardian terminal buildings



Its interior has recently been restored



Modern insertions, such as this 1970s British 
Rail glass box, could easily be removed



Round the corner of Hudson’s Place, a 
large part of Fowler’s original 1862 

Terminal building survives



...but again, 
much if its 

historic 
character has 

been 
compromised



Elsewhere, 
some respect 
is paid to the 

station’s 
historic 

character



.. But not 
too much



What do foreign visitors arriving from 
Gatwick airport make of all this?



1990s 
additions to 
the station 

were no 
better than 
earlier ones



Terminus Place is at last being 
improved...



And once buses and taxis have been 
moved away it will function better as a 

public space



Bur recent 
development 

alongside, 
such as the 

Peak by 
Shepherd 

Robson, are 
bland and 
could be 

anywhere



There’s still no clear plan for the 
station. Although it is less used for 
international traffic because of the 

Channel Tunnel  and rival 
Thameslink rail services to 

Gatwick....



It is still, by some 
measures, the busiest 
station in London – or 

at least second to 
Waterloo - with 72 
million passengers 

arrivals and departures 
a year. 

Victoria tube station is 
often closed because of 

dangerous 
overcrowding....



Yet there’s no plan to 
redevelop the station 
– or to provide any 
extra tube capacity 
other than escalators 
and a bigger ticket 
hall. Crossrail Two 
won’t reach Victoria 
until the 2030s, if at 
all



The developers claim that they are 
enhancing Victoria’s “village feel”



Victoria has never been a village. But it is somewhere 
where you see the unexpected, like people queuing in 

the rain for a Mexican cantina on a backstreet 

– but for how much longer if Crossrail 2 goes 
ahead?



It has delightful churches hidden away



And some good modern infill, such as John 
McAslan’s Wellington House



But villages don’t look like this!



The crucial question is 
what the new 

development feels like 
at street level – and 
whether the station 

itself gets the revamp 
it deserves



Case Study Three: Stratford City



Until the 1980s Stratford was east 
London’s main railway maintenance 

yard



Pub Quiz Question

When did the Stratford locomotive-building 
works of the Great Eastern Railway finally 

close down?



Answer

The last part closed in 1991 –
twenty years before the Olympics  



Since 2012 Stratford will be associated 
forever with the Olympics...



Which have completely redrawn the 
local map



... And above all the landscape



Memories of July 6th 2005 – the day 
London won the Olympic bid...



Are overshadowed by the terrorist attacks that took place the 
following day (7/7). The story of joy followed by tragedy, and 

London bouncing back to host a successful Games, has 
acquired almost Biblical resonance



It’s often forgotten that few expected 
London, faced with strong competition 
from Madrid and New York as well as 

Paris, to win



London’s official bid video made no mention of 
London – let alone Stratford. Despite the later 
rhetoric about the “regeneration games” the 
masterplan for the Olympic site was cobbled 

together at great speed.



In 1979 London Mayor Ken Livingstone – who played a key 
role in the 2012 Olympic bid – had attacked a Tory bid to 
host the 1988 Olympics at the Riyal Docks as ‘A gimmick’. 

How times change. In 2012 there was no doubt where the 
Olympics would go: only East London had the spare 

brownfield land for the park and Athlete’s village



It’s often forgotten that London was 
considered a long shot for the London 

Olympics. Paris was considered the 
favourite. Britain's bid was delayed by 
6 months because of the diplomatic 
fallout from Britain's involvement in 
the invasion of Iraq in 2003. Disputes 

over funding, venues and the ability to 
compete the on time were rife in the 

media right up until 2012.



In the end the games were a triumphant success 
and showed London can lay on a party, and  

handle big infrastructure projects s well 



The Olympic venues have justifiably 
got a reputation as good architecture 



.. But the Olympic Park masterplan, like the bid, 
had to be cobbled together in a bit of a hurry



As a result, the price to pay was a huge shopping 
centre. Westfield Stratford City,  much larger than the 

Olympic Stadium, helped to pay for the Games



Stratford’s excellent 
transport connections 

were made even better: 
DLR extensions and 

new high-speed Javelin 
trains from St Pancras



The station, rebuilt in the late 1990s for the Jubilee Line 
extension, is impressive



It now has an “International” station alongside –
something of a white elephant as no trains from 

France or Belgium stop there – only domestic 
services



But Stratford is also a major station on the 
overground ail line – where lines from Southend, 

Colchester and North London all converge



This means there has to be a huge footbridge to get 
people from the station entrance to the Olympic Park, 

and Westfield, on the wrong side of the tracks



The steps are functional – they have to 
be climbed and do not need to invite 

people towards them



Once you've climbed them you’ve no option but  to 
walk through Westfield to get to the Olympic Park....



Resisting the 
temptations 

of the Ice 
Cream van 

and the 
Aspers 

Casino...



The indoor 
mall is darker 
and less airy 

than the CGIs 
first promised



And because it is a crescent, you can’t 
see from one end to the other



Very different from traditional 
shopping malls, which you can see 

from one end to the other of



Far from being a “town” the mall is 
surrounded by orbital access roads 

and impenetrable facades



The best part 
may be the 
gangways 

leading to the 
car park, not 
the mall itself



The Athletes’ village is more of success, but can 
be more forbidding when seen from a distance...



... Than from close up



There’s an odd 
mismatch between 
the immensity of 

the blocks of flats, 
and their leafy 
names such as 

“Chobham Manor” 
– more suitable to 

a cul-de-sac of 
executive homes in 

Surrey than the 
new E20 postcode



This is not an “East Village” by any 
stretch of the imagination



Nearby is some shockingly bad architecture, such as 
this student housing block, “Unite Stratford City” by 
BDP, which was shortlisted for the Carbuncle Cup in 

2014 and does nothing to “unite” the site



In many early 
maps of the 

Olympic 
masterplan, 

the Shopping 
centre is not 
identified.... 



or is named 
only as a 
"Town Centre 
district” with 
a grid street 
pattern, not a 
shopping mall



Despite being branded as “The Street”, 
the mall’s main thoroughfare does not 

feel like any other street in London



The irony is that Stratford already had an 
indoor mall – which is now disguised 
behind a sculpture of flying fishes....



And a quick and 
dirty refurb in 
time for the 
Olympics...



To any visitor’s surprise, at the other 
end of the mall is a historic town 
centre, with a Victorian Town Hall 



And a  fine 
church in the 
middle of a 

Green



Back in the Olympic Park, some of the 
trees are already maturing....



... And there are some excellent 
playgrounds



The final destination will be fantastic



...but in the meantime there is a lot of 
dead tarmac awaiting transformation into 

grass.



In places it resembles an airport 
runway rather than a park



...and somebody forgot where to put 
the utility boxes



Further west down 
Stratford High 

Street is another 
Olympic legacy ... A 
forest of blocks of 

flats



Which are an uninspiring preparation to the 
Olympic Park behind. At first glance they look 

like something from 1980s Berlin



Despite all the rhetoric, the lower Lea 
Valley south of the site is largely 
untouched by the Olympic effect



And other shops and facilities in 
Stratford town centre become run-

down, or are demolished



After Lunch, we’ll discuss some 
conclusions we can draw from 
these three case studies about 

how successful they have been , 
and how best to regenerate 

London in the future



Lunch



Conclusions



1: Strategic, long-term plans can be short-
lived , and often worthless. Prior to 2006 

there was no policy favouring the 
redevelopment of Peggy Middleton House 

in Woolwich for retail use. The strategic 
plan suddenly changed simply because 
Tesco made the council an offer it could 

not refuse. Plans for Victoria and Stratford 
have also changed completely in response 

to external factors



2. The brutal decline of places like 
Stratford and Woolwich since the 

1960s blind councils and GLA to many 
of these towns’ intrinsic qualities, and 

made them believe  that 
“regeneration” was needed at any 

price. Even in Victoria – the local High 
Street for a large chunk of central 

London – the council assumed that 
everything that was there already was 

worthless



3 The “Town Centres first” principle for 
large retail developments may be 

counter-productive.  Very little thought 
was given to how the Tesco in Woolwich, 

could be accommodated on a Town 
Centre site, or how Westfield in Stratford 
could be a proper “town” at all.  Despite 

the rise of online shopping there is a 
reluctance to think beyond retail to how 
the town centre of the future will look 

and feel



4 New transport infrastructure can be 
blessing and a curse: it can create demand 

for excessively high density, as in 
Woolwich. Old infrastructure does not 

always get upgraded at the same pace as 
new development, as in Victoria. In 

Stratford, existing railway lines meant that 
Stratford City has no relationship with the 
town centre, and the International Station 

has turned out to be a white elephant  



5 London is still uncomfortable with its own 
urbanism – high-rise blocks of flats are called 
“villages”. We do not seem to have yet got the 
knack of building well at very high densities. And 
it’s still unclear whether the flats being built now 
will have a longer shelf life than what it was built 
in the 1960s. Complete new settlements – like 
Stratford City and East Village next door – do not 
successfully follow best practice on mixed use, or 
embody high-quality innovation. They do not do 
familiar things, or new things, well. 



6 Proper design review needs to happen right 
at the start, certainly not only after planning 
permission was granted. Too little scrutiny is 
often given to planning applications in places 

like Stratford, Woolwich or even Victoria, which 
are considered peripheral and of little historic or 
architectural importance. The devil is ALWAYS in 

the detail, particularly in ambitious schemes 
which are vulnerable to cost-cutting. 



London’s future challenges



1: Infrastructure and transport

• Since World War Two the expansion of public transport has 
been patchy and has not kept pace with rising demand: the 
new Crossrail line is being built 30 years after many other 
large cities gained high-capacity, high-speed underground 
lines. There was very little London-wide planning until the late 
19th century. When large-scale masterplanning did take place 
this was fraught with problems, compromise, and penny-
pinching. 

• As a result, London has evolved very differently from most 
other large European and American cities. Improving London's 
infrastructure is now one of the City's most pressing 
challenges.



How can London's nineteenth-century infrastructure be 
dragged into the twenty-first century? London 

Overground and DLR are welcome, but are often just 
extension of existing capacity, and extensions have 

been delayed or dropped



Or is a new orbital road tunnel the 
answer? Probably not



Crossrail/ The Elizabeth Line will 
transform London’s transport and see 
overall rail capacity increased by 10% 



But Crossrail is arguably being built 60 years too late: it 
has its origins back in Abercrombie’s Plan of 1943, and 
its opening has just been delayed from 2018 to 2019, 

and now delayed again until at least 2020. 



Rail map of Berlin – railway lines converge on a central 
Hauptbahnhof, despite more than 40 years of partition



Rail map of London: to this day, rail lines terminate at 12 termini 
around edge of city centre. The River Thames has proved to be a 

more formidable barrier than the Berlin Wall



And even with Crossrail, the map below shows 
severe overcrowding (shown in red and black) 
predicted on most London Tube lines by 2021



Airports: London has five runways spread 
between four airports, all of them poorly 

located and full to capacity



And there is no sign a solution is close



One answer – a brand new airport in the 
Thames Estuary – failed to be shortlisted by 

Airports commission, despite Boris Johnson’s 
strong backing 



2: Housing

• Rapid rises in property prices, and private 
sector rents, have made much of inner London 
unaffordable to live in. People on average or 
low incomes have to commuter further, 
causing recruitment problems and placing 
more pressure on transport infrastructure



The new high-density developments of 
today could easily become the slums of 

tomorrow



How can London still continue to grow, without 
making its even less affordable as a place to live?
The maps below show how areas of London that 

are affordable to people on average income, 
shown in green, are shrinking from2010 to 2011 

and 2016



Pub Quiz question #4

What is the median (average) 
annual salary in London?



Answer: the median salary of 
Londoners was £34,473 in 2015 

(most recent reliable data)



Pub quiz question #5

What is the average price of a 
home in London?



Answer: the average price of a home 
in Great London is £481,648 in 2017 -
more than thirteen times the average 

annual salary.

Although Brexit jitter mean that 
property prices are falling in some 

inner boroughs, they are not becoming 
affordable anytime soon



Charles Booth’s 
map of Holborn and 

Covent Garden 
from 1889: Yellow 
and red indicate 

wealth; properties 
marked black are 

“Vicious, semi-
criminal”. Note how 
wealth and poverty 

are often side by 
side.



A modern “heat 
map” of London 
property prices 

shows that 
poverty and 

wealth still sit 
side by side: but 

there is a 
tendency for 

poverty to move 
outwards and 

eastwards



This 2010 map of deprivation in London shows that 
the poorest parts of London are still in the East End 

– but also in supposedly “leafy” outer suburbs



...and poverty is rising in many outer suburbs 
while in most inner districts it is static or falling



Soaring property prices mean many Londoners 
don’t qualify for social housing, can’t afford to buy 
and have to rented insecurely – while the super-
rich build mega basements under their homes



London needs at least 50,000 new homes 
a year to keep up with its growing 

population. But in 2017 only 46,500 were 
built – just 4,000 of them affordable.



Changes to London are not just about  
a shortage of affordable housing, but 

also a loss of its soul

As the novelist Sadie Jones has recentlly said, ‘I’m a Londoner, 
born and brought up in World’s End [in Chelsea, west London], 

and when I was a child it was populated by butchers with 
sawdust on the floor, and writers… really scruffy. Of course there 
were bourgeois people and smart people up the road, but it was 

bohemian and cheap enough, and people actually lived there. 
People lived all over central London. I do grieve for that. Now it 
all looks like Mary Poppins: gorgeous buildings everywhere but 

there are no lights on, and it’s sad. ‘



London is also draining power and investment 
and influence from the rest of the UK

Nichlas Shaxson: The City of London is now “like a mediaeval 
Italian city-state”

“The political outcome of financial crisis in the UK has 
paradoxically consolidated the power of London as a kind of ‘City 
State’ within the national economy and with its own internal 
inequality”.
“We may now see a new kind of relation between city state and 
host nation because… London both benefits from (and 
contributes to) the weakening of such larger national entities”

City State against national settlement: UK economic policy and politics after the financial crisis (Centre for 
Research on Socio-Cultural Change (CRESC), 2011) 

a mediaeval Italian city-statea mediaeval Italian city-state

http://www.cresc.ac.uk/sites/default/files/City%20State%20and%20National%20Settlement%20CRESC%20WP101.pdf


The reform of the 
Corporation of 

the City of London 
– which owns 

huge swathes of 
housing in 

London, lobbies 
for London to be 
a low regulation 
financial centre, 

and is mostly 
controlled by big 

business – may be 
long overdue



Many of London’s vital jobs are done by migrants from eastern and 
southern Europe, who are willing to share rooms, commute long 

distances and work long hours. What will happen if Brexit severely 
restricts freedom of movement is anyone’s guess



Will Brexit harm London? Lots of corporations 
cutting jobs – but if Brexit further cools London’s 
overheated housing market that may be a good 

thing. 



Only five out of London’s 32 boroughs voted for 
Brexit. London is increasingly out of step with 

the rest of England politically



The politics of London is 
changing. In 1992 – the last 

election that Labour lost 
narrowly - the majority of 

London MPs were still 
Conservative. In 2017 a 

clear majority were Labour, 
even though Labour failed 

to win nationally. 



3: Identity, heritage and design

•Despite the strengthening of the conservation 
movement since the 1970s, a lot of demolition of 
London’s historic fabric is underway – some of it not well-
justified
•London, and Londoners, are still having difficulty 
adjusting to living in high-density flats. The days when 
most people could afford to buy or rent a house with a 
garden are over
•New development and regeneration can lead to the 
character and distinctiveness of neighbourhoods being 
lost, not enhanced



Regeneration can lead to loss of character and 
historic fabric, and unaffordability: Hoxton, 

Shoreditch, Camden and Dalston are undergoing 
rapid gentrification and development pressure



Spitalfields Market – how can the City of London 
expand and thrive without destroying the 

character of its hinterland?



Now the disused western end of Smithfield Market 
faces similar challenges. So far, two redevelopment 
plans have been stopped by the Secretary of State



But more edge-of-City development in 
areas like Shoreditch means loss of 

historic fabric, and less edginess



By St Paul’s 
Victor Heal’s 

Bank of 
England 

offices have 
been 

demolished 
to make way 
for One New 

Change by 
Jean Nouvel



Are we at risk of losing an important – if not 
universally popular – period of London 

architecture if the recladding of Portland House 
goes ahead?



St Helen’s Tower (GMW Architects, 1968) – London’s 
answer to Mies van der Rohe’s Seagram building in 

New York – is about to be pulled down and replaced by 
Eric Parry’s ‘Trellis’, as high as the Shard



Office blocks 
built as recently 

as the early 
1990s are now 

being 
redeveloped –
for example, 

Make’s 
redevelopment 
of Peter Foggo’s 

5 Broadgate



And on the Greenwich Peninsula, the iconic 
Millennium Sainsbury’s has been knocked down 
and Foster’s North Greenwich bus station could 

soon follow, to be replaced by a new above-station 
development by Calatrava



New development sometimes includes 
replication of long-lost Victorian landmarks, 

such as at Holborn Viaduct



But Leicester Square’s oldest surviving cinema 
has just been torn down to make way for yet 

another hotel



In Brixton, 
regeneration is 

conservation-led. Its 
centrepiece is the 
recently-restored 
restoration of the 
1906 Bon Marché 

department store – a 
mixed-use scheme 

including the new HQ 
of the architects of the 
building’s restoration, 
Squire and Partners



But in Westminster, 
the same architects 
intend to demolish 

the 1920s Townsend 
House on Greycoat 

Place, once HQ of the 
Girl's Friendly Society, 

for yet another 
soulless office block



Planning policies today see well-connected suburbs 
as hubs for high-density development of up to eight 

stories. The locals still see them as villages.



but some suburbs are now less 
appealing now then they were then



Planning policy now favours large retail 
developments in city and town centre, but the 

results are very mixed in design terms



High density need not mean high-rise: but 
developers have been slow to deliver the kind of 

homes that families want or need



Local authorities’ plans, and the London Plan, are 
increasingly undermined by the new “presumption 

in favour of sustainable development”



But many dense developments are enthusiastically 
welcomed by councils keen to see “regeneration”



On the south bank of the Thames, 
particularly on the huge Nine Elms 

development between Vauxhall and 
Battersea, “pencil towers” have 

started to predominate 



Has a backlash against tall buildings started? Plans for Renzo Piano’s 
‘Paddington  Pole‘ prompted an outcry. The tower was then changed 

into a cube, 54m x 54m x 54m, which the government has just given the 
green light to. Edwardian sorting office on the site will still need to be 

demolished, however



4: Public spaces



London does not have a tradition of 
good-quality public spaces



London’s 
famous for its 

garden squares 
– but most of 

them (like 
Bedford 

Square– still 
inaccessible to 

all but a 
privileged few



Garden squares are private spaces, 
often with insurmountable railings



Planning and highways strategies galore deliver streets 
that are complicated, cluttered and unwelcoming



Parliament Square: an opportunity 
missed



No other city 
would build a 
major public 
square that 
pedestrians 

cannot access 
safely. Plans for 

pedestrianisation 
were , 

unforgivably, 
dropped in 2008



Trafalgar Square is a lot better than it was – but 
differences in levels, and heavy traffic, mean it is 

not a world-class public space



5: Environment and sustainability



How can London respond to the challenges of climate 
change once the Thames Barrier outlives its usefulness?



Politicians are still reluctant to take on the 
motorist, as the shrinking of the congestion 

charge zone in 2010 showed



London’s air pollution levels are still 
high: Oxford Street is the most polluted 

street in the world by one measure 



The mayor’s new Ultra Low Emissions Zone –
bringing an extra £12.50 charge for non-

compliant  –is forecast to cut nitrogen oxide 
emissions from road traffic in central London by 
45% in 2020. It will be expanded to heavy goods 

vehicles London-wide in 2020 and to all cars 
within the North and South Circular roads in 

October 2021. 

But the ULEZ will be , some commentators say, 
his “Poll Tax moment”



Sadiq Khan has 
made air pollution a 

top priority 
(proposing a 
punitive £10 

surcharge on the 
most toxic vehicles 
in the congestion 

charge zone). But in 
east London he’s 

pressing ahead with 
Boris Johnson’s plans 
for a new Silvertown 

Link – a new road 
tunnel alongside 

Blackwall



With delays to Crossrail reducing TFL’s farebox 
income, Tube ridership falling, and cuts to 

grants from central government, Khan’s public 
transport achievements so far are pretty 

modest – and frequencies of some bus routes 
have been cut.



Despite the 
Congestion Charge, 

more cycle lanes and 
better public 

transport, London 
has exceeded legal 

pollution limits 
continually since 

2010. NO2 levels are 
now amongst the 

highest of any major 
world city



Further reading/ research - websites
• www.postwarbuildings.com – a very helpful guide to new 

buildings in London
• www.peterberthoud.co.uk – “DISCOVERING LONDON” –

nuggets of London history from a practicing tour guide
• www.iwm.org.uk – the Imperial War Museum’s website with 

loads of resources about the impact that both world wars had 
• www.derelictlondon.com/dereliction-and-beyondthen-and-

now-photos.html - a fascinating look at how derelict buildings in  
London have been torn down or reused

• www.mappinglondon.co.uk – what it says on the tin
• www.londonist.com – off-the-wall stories about London past 

and present
• www.museumoflondon.org.uk – maps, artefacts and insight 

into London’s history from its biggest and best museum
• www.onlondon.co.uk – a new blog by Dave Hill, the Guardian’s 

London columnist

http://www.postwarbuildings.com/
http://www.peterberthoud.co.uk/
http://www.iwm.org.uk/
http://www.derelictlondon.com/dereliction-and-beyondthen-and-now-photos.html
http://www.mappinglondon.co.uk/
http://www.londonist.com/
http://www.museumoflondon.org.uk/
onlondon.co.uk


Further reading/ research - Books
• London: A Social History by Roy Porter (Penguin, 1994) – a good single 

volume history of London – a bit out of date but still essential and lively 
reading

• A Guide to the New Ruins of Great Britain By Owen Hatherley (Verso, 
2010) – a sardonic and very critical look at contemporary development 
in London and elsewhere

• London’s Contemporary Architecture – An Explorer’s Guide by Ken 
Allison (Architectural Press, 2006) – a detailed, offbeat and funny guide 
to new developments putting them n their historic context

• Mapping London: making Sense of the City by James Foxell (Black Dog, 
2007) - a good guide to maps of London past and present

• London 2001 by Peter Hall  (Unwin Hyman, 1989) – a 1980s forecast of 
what London would be like in 2001. Despite the erudition of the author 
he is more often wrong than right!

• Concretopia by John Grindrod (Old Street Publishing, 2013) – a fresh, 
generally sympathetic look at post-war development in London and 
elsewhere in the UK

• Hugh Casson’s London (Little. Brown, 1983) – a personal look at London 
landmarks illustrated with the author’s own watercolours



Comments and questions


