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Density in London

• A policy issue because of the intense overcrowding and poor living 
conditions of Victorian (London County Council) London

• In the 20th century, the issue was driven by a response to sprawl

• Inner London had been settled at very high densities, often in very 
poor conditions

• The area beyond the MBW/LCC area developed at far lower 
densities, partly as a response to the evils of overcrowding and 
‘congestion’

• The Green Belt then hemmed in further continuous development

• The arrival of ‘planning’ then provided a legally-based may of public 
control of development and, thus, density



Greater London Plan, 1944

Density ‘standards’
as part of the planning 

process



Greater London Development Plan Report of 
Studies

1967

Inner London: ‘older’ housing
with poor facilities associated 

With density

‘Excessively high densities” makes the provision
of parks and other facilities di8cult 



Urban Task Force, 1999

Density good



London Plan, 2004

Explicit plan to densify
London’s suburbs



Evolution of attitudes to London’s 
suburbs

• Partial, gradual and then rapid sprawl outwards from urban London of 
the 1860s/80s

• Policy to reduce crowding, density and congestion from LCC/inner 
London by moving development outwards into and beyond ‘Greater’ 
London

• Green Belt and New Towns policies cause development to leap over 
the Green Belt  

• Population decline means only moderate pressure on ‘outer London’ 
between the 1950s and 1990s

• Rapid population growth (6.6m to 9.0m) from 1990s to 2010s leads to 
new, pro-density, policies – reinforced by pro-environment policy



Where this evolution has led

• Demands for higher levels of house-building across London, but 
with notable impacts in outer boroughs

• Borough-by-borough targets being set in the Mayor’s London Plan 

and central government departments
• Signi@cantly under-shot by most boroughs in most years 

• Other changes to policy, eg, Stamp Duty rates, safety regulations 
and S106/CIL demands have impacted on supply

• Demand remains high but supply remains constrained
• ‘New towns’ at Crews Hill and Thamesmead the latest proposal to drive up supply

• Examples of a new outer London/suburban style and density of 
housing development



Outer boroughs and new densities

Wembley Park [Brent] Ilford [Redbridge]



Outer boroughs and new densities

Lewisham Town Centre [Lewisham] North Acton [Ealing]



Outer boroughs and new densities

Kidbrooke (Greenwich) Colindale (Barnet)



Conclusions

• The policy shift to densify outer London has added new forms of 
development around Tube and rail stations, but also signi@cant 
amounts of in-@lling and building on car parks and ex-industrial 
land

• Often taller, and more dense/bulky than outer borough norms
• A ‘new London vernacular’ style?

• The borough structure, even inGuenced by the London Plan 

process, has led to radical change in parts of much of suburban 
London – and may spread beyond the GLA boundary

• Densi@cation is likely to continue, albeit at a slower rate

• Is the current model the best possible?

• If not, then what?
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