
 

 

Is London ready for higher development targets? 
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To meet the target of 88,000 new homes a year, London will rely on architects’ skills 
in adding density with well-designed schemes that can secure public support, 
writes Samuel Hughes 

 

London is going to have to build a lot more if it is going to meet its development growth 
targets in the coming decade. At the end of last year, the government adopted a new way 
of calculating housing need, according to which London needs to build about 88,000 
homes per year. In recent years, it has averaged about 35,000. 

Agreement that London needs to build more is shared across the political spectrum: in 
fact, the Conservatives favoured a diƯerent way of calculating housing need that would 
have generated an even higher figure of around 99,000 homes per year. 

These targets will take several years to feed through to actual planning decisions via a 
new London Plan and new borough local plans. But when they do, it is vitally important 
that London meets them. 

The most obvious reason for this is that the government is manifestly correct that London 
needs to build a lot more. The average London home costs around 12 times the earnings 
of the average Londoner, the worst aƯordability ratio in England and one of the worst in 
the world. 

Building 88,000 homes per year is probably not enough to bring that ratio down, but it 
would at least slow the rate at which the ratio worsens. All this is to say nothing of the 
need for employment space. All those new Londoners will need somewhere to work, 
adding to an already acute shortage of workspace. 

Complaints are often directed at development less because it is excessive than because 
it is badly planned 

Another reason that London ought to meet its targets is that, if it does not, London 
boroughs will fall under the presumption in favour of sustainable development. The 
presumption is a tool created by the government to incentivise local authorities to meet 
their targets. 



The way it works is that, if local authorities fail to meet targets, developers are allowed 
relatively free rein to build what they want, even if their plans do not respect local policies. 
Unfortunately, this can lead to some quite unscrupulous and unsociable development. 
The ideal for London is not a developer free-for-all, but civilised building shaped by local 
priorities and providing local public goods. 

The good news is that, in recent years, London’s architects and planners have become 
increasingly skilled in adding density to existing urban areas. The King’s Cross scheme, 
masterplanned by Demetri Porphyrios, Allies and Morrison, and Townshend Landscape 
Architects, is widely celebrated for its popular public spaces and the skill with which the 
industrial heritage of the site has been woven into the development. This is 
notwithstanding the inclusion of large buildings, including Google, which has one of the 
largest floorplates in Europe, and a cluster of significantly tall buildings. 

Similarly, estate renewal projects have often delivered large quantities of additional 
housing while also improving quality and enhancing the public realm. PTE’s work at the 
Packington Estate in Islington and PRP Architects’ work at Portobello Square in Ladbroke 
Grove are among the many successful examples. 

Several proposed schemes would continue this trend. The proposed redevelopment of 
the dismal south-west corner of the City of London would turn a mess of elevated roads 
and decrepit oƯice blocks into a walkable urban quarter, improving access to Blackfriars 
Station and Pier. The Earl’s Court project, designed by Hawkins\Brown and Studio Egret 
West, would restore the permeability between Earl’s Court and West Kensington that was 
lost when the West London Railway sliced through the area in the 19th century. 

The excellent Shoreditch Works project by KPF draws some of these themes together, 
proposing to partly redevelop a decayed but broadly functional block near Shoreditch 
High Street Station. All heritage buildings would be preserved and restored, while new 
public rights of way would be threaded through the block, yielding a finer urban grain. 

A huge increase in the built density of the block would be achieved at the same time as 
creating a sequence of public squares in its core: the site would go from 76m2 of public 
space to 2,840m2, a 4,000 per cent increase. 

London has not always been well served by its high-rise architecture, and some of its tall 
buildings visually dominate the streets over which they rise. But the tall buildings of 
Shoreditch Works would rise up behind a strong street line like the towers of 1920s New 
York, adding a little drama to the streetscape without visually oppressing it. 

London has also experimented with smaller-scale densification. Many small 
architectural practices have become experts in replacing derelict garage blocks with 
homes. Meanwhile, the residents of an apartment block on Hafer Road in Wandsworth 
agreed unanimously to redevelop their building with a larger block designed by Peter 
Barber. Larger homes for themselves are paid for by additional homes for sale – a 
transposition of the model used in estate renewal to owner-occupied housing. 



Some borough councils have actively supported this kind of change. Haringey and 
Hackney Councils have worked with the Haredi Jewish community to allow more upward 
extensions on terraced houses in parts of the boroughs, in a successful bid to ease 
overcrowding. 

We hear many complaints about excessive development in London. Yet all these 
schemes seem to have been broadly popular. Very few people would prefer that the new 
King’s Cross quarter did not exist, or that the Packington Estate reverted to its former poor 
condition. This suggests that design has an important role to play in securing public 
support for development; complaints are often directed at development less because it 
is excessive than because it is badly planned. 

London will need to draw on all these approaches and more if it is to cope successfully 
with the demands of the coming decade, delivering hundreds of thousands of homes 
without generating an overwhelming backlash. By European standards, London has fairly 
low densities for a major city. Drawing closer to normal European densities has the 
potential to improve and enrich it. But we have to do it right. 

Samuel Hughes is an editor at Works in Progress and a fellow at the Centre for Policy 
Studies. He is interested in architecture and urbanism, and posts at @scp_hughes on X. 

 

 

 

 


