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1. Role of characterisation: 
• Starting the conversation 
• Informing the “so what” 

 
2. Density, thresholds and the importance of urban grain 

 
3. Getting intensification right 

INTRODUCTION 





Everyone wants progress, no one wants change 
Soren Kierkegaard 



Starting the conversation - the importance of context 



Neighbourhood planning: the rise... 



…and the fall 



Richmond-upon-Thames village planning 



Characterisation as a basis 



Creating a vision – the “so what” 







Old Kent Road / Marlborough Grove 



Thomas A Becket Public House 







What should  the vision be? 









Density, thresholds and the importance of urban grain 



Allies and Morrison 

HISTORIC ENGLAND 
LONDON’S CHARACTER AND 
FUTURE DENSITY 



The study – Local character and density 

Context: 
 
• London Plan Full Review 2016-17 

 
• Opportunity to question the direction and 

approach currently in place 
 
 
Brief: 
 
• Review character types across London 

 
• Explore the scope for and sensitivity to 

densification 
 

• Explore emerging ideas and good examples 
of dense contextual development 

 



A growing city 

• Density in London today is a product of its evolution 
 

• Central overcrowding 
• Public transport network 
• Health-led garden city suburbs 
• Green Belt 
 

• High intensity development in the centre vs. low 
intensity suburbs 
 

• Competitive global city 
 

• Pressure for housing (and jobs) 
 

 







A new wave of intensification… 

King’s Cross 



…sometimes a challenge 

Old Oak Common Framework 



Rethinking Density 



Residential area density 

Population Density (ppha) 



Contribution of Conservation Areas 

Population Density (ppha) 



Most accessible locations 
PTAL (4-6b) 



London’s Diverse Character 



Residential density matrix - character 

Urban areas 
Suburban areas 

Central areas 



1. Historical growth 



2. Land uses 



3. Town centres 



Broad characterisation 



Scales of detail 
SCALE 1 – CITY 
1:3,500,000 - 1:80,000 

SCALE 2 – BOROUGH 
1:60,000 - 1:30,000 

SCALE 3 – PLACE 
1:30,000 and under 
 



Taking a transect through London 



Heritage assets 









Growth areas 

• Opportunity areas 
• Housing zones 
• Intensification areas 

 
 



Growth areas 



Conclusions 



London is its streets 

The streets of London tell perhaps the most persistent story of place. Historic routes such as 
the Old Kent Road have origins which pre-date the Romans, and the complex web of streets 
and lanes through the City of London was sufficiently resilient to survive the great fire.  The 
shape and nature of the streets requires careful protection, retaining the complexity and 
subtlety which makes the city special, and learning from them to infuse our new places with 
the same scale, grain and character. 

Dense Barcelona plot, no car access Central Activities Zone – all modes 



Street widths and density 

Range Typical width FAR ppha 

Square Mile 7-18m 9m 5 – 10 55 

Georgian 
Planning and 
Growth 

5-34m 10m 1.5 – 6 140 

Victorian 
Entrepreneurship 
/ Suburbs 

14-18m 16m 1.5 - 3 240 

Historic Villages 4-25m 8-12m 1 – 2.5 75 

Former Medieval 
Market Towns 

7-37m 14-18m 1.5 – 2.5 55 

High Roads 11-30m 22-26m 1 - 4 180 

20th C Suburbs 18-30m 23m 0.3 – 0.8 50 



London is shaped by prescription 

We have consciously controlled the form of London’s buildings for over 800 years.  The 
Building Act of 1707 and 1774 dictated the essence of the Georgian form, bequeathing a 
distinctive London character which still pervades today and our modern building regulations 
and design guides continue to shape the look of the city.  This is also linked to building 
technologies.  The materials and components available to architects today play a part in 
directing the development of buildings in certain ways, unless there is a clear understanding of 
London’s character and the will to shape the materials and components to deliver this. 

Georgian terrace, Highbury A new London Housing Vernacular 



London is a place of quality 

The definition of tall buildings clusters in planning policy is a complex business.  It throws open 
the door to height without quality and significantly weakens the potential for each building to 
be debated on merit.  Every tall building has a role as a civic building, with responsibility to its 
context.  Far better then to debate the quality and character of each building. 

Strata SE1 Bankside 123 St Andrews 



Findings and recommendations 

• MEASURING DENSITY: other density measurements provide a 
clearer picture of the appropriateness of high densities 
 

• More rounded understanding of density – widening of the 
measurements we use 

 
 
 

 
 



Findings and recommendations 

• LONDON IS UNIQUE: whilst we can learn lessons from other 
global cities, we need to recognise London’s unique character 
 

• A green city 
• A resilient city 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Findings and recommendations 

• ALL CHARACTER TYPES CAN CONTRIBUTE TO GROWTH: Many 
of the densest areas of London are heritage assets, and even 
the most sensitive areas have capacity to accommodate growth  
 

• Key factors to be respected: 
 

• Street morphology 
• Urban grain 
• Green infrastructure 

 
 
 

 
 



Findings and recommendations 

• RESIDENTIAL DENSITY MATRIX IS A BLUNT TOOL: Focusing on 
growth on areas of high public transport accessibility without 
proper consideration of character 
 

• Need much greater appreciation of character to underpin 
such decisions 

• Broad characterisation tool provides the basis for this 
 
 
 
 

 
 



• “LOOKING BACK AND LOOKING FORWARD” 
 

• Site-based responses 
• Setting of growth areas 
• Re-interpreted typologies 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Findings and recommendations 



Key factors 

• Street morphology – respect the historic street pattern 
 

• Urban grain – former industrial areas might support whole blocks as single 
buildings but other character areas cannot tolerate this 
 

• Street relationship – entrances, human scale, ground floor consistency 
 

• Green character – streets with trees, verges, hedges, private gardens, 
proper parks 
 

• Reinterpreted typologies – learn from the past – mews, mansion blocks, 
half houses, stacked maisonettes 

 
• Density range – Character-led responses can double the Floor Area Ratio in 

most areas, those character areas with greater prevailing FAR ranges can 
support significantly greater intensification 
 

 
 









A better way? 

• More historically appropriate to 
intensify the high road?  
 

• Sensitive intensification: 
 

• Retail and community space at 
ground floor – appropriate 
footprints and clear servicing 
arrangements 

• Workspace above and behind 
– take cue from innovation 
districts, role for the “one block 
back” 

• Residential above and around– 
use grain to support range of 
typologies 

• Public realm– think forward, 
opportunities between building 
line and future carriageway 

• Add one storey to the frontage, 
but focus on tidying up the 
back 

 



The precious ground floor 



• Characterisation has an important role to play in informing growth 
 
• Historic high streets can support intensification 

 
• Getting it right means respecting street pattern and urban grain 

 
https://content.historicengland.org.uk/content/docs/get-involved/allies-morrison-london-local-

character-density-final-report.pdf 

CONCLUSIONS 

https://content.historicengland.org.uk/content/docs/get-involved/allies-morrison-london-local-character-density-final-report.pdf
https://content.historicengland.org.uk/content/docs/get-involved/allies-morrison-london-local-character-density-final-report.pdf
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