BUDGE UP!
Intensifying Social Housing Estates

Many social housing estates would appear at first sight to have scope for fitting in a few extra homes. In the City of Westminster, and some other areas of central London this may be due to historic reasons such as wartime bomb damage. Peabody’s Pimlico Estate is an example of this. (SLIDE PIMLICO) But often it is due to a changing attitude to density, and a move away from the modernist ideals which gave rise to classic post war estates such as Churchill Gardens by the Thames which are characterised by big buildings in generous green spaces.(SLIDE CHURCHILL GARDENS)
Over the years I have become increasingly convinced that density is a poor tool to evaluate the acceptability of proposed new developments. The fundamental problems with the concept of density are that it is:-
 - unrelated to actual occupation levels.

 - unresponsive to differences in the social status of occupants

 - unsympathetic to the scale and form of adjacent buildings

 - does not reflect floor area but rather numbers of rooms or homes

 - most importantly, it takes no account of the scale of the scheme, and bigness is the real issue.
Alice Coleman in 1990 carried our research into whether different design typologies had an effect on what she termed “social malaise”. (SLIDE LISSON GROVE) She concluded that when variables such as poverty and unemployment were removed there remained a direct link, of which the most important features were building size, the number of dwellings sharing an entrance, the number of stories in a block, overhead walkways, confused public space and number of blocks per site. (SLIDE EDEN HOUSE) Sounds like familiar stuff. Just instinctive common sense really.

Yet we are dealing with the heart of a great metropolis, so semi detached villas are not an option. But “bigness” as I term it is something we should in general try to avoid. It is not the same as “grandness” in urban design, as in Belgrave Square, Admiralty Arch or I would suggest at Churchill Gardens on the Thames.
Over the past fifty years we have gathered an ever increasing number of new developments which tower over the generality of London which is essentially a city of terraces accessed directly from the pavement, surrounded by suburbs of semi detached and detached houses with front and back gardens. (SLIDE OF PIMLICO TERRACE) Some of those areas of terraces are very high density, for example the five storey Georgian terraces of Islington of the four storey terraces of Chalk Farm or Kennington, or the stucco terraces of Pimlico.  
What might be a better tool to assess the suitability of new developments?
Well let’s start with what’s important to people in their homes?

Visual privacy, freedom from unwanted sounds of neighbours in particular, the shortest possible distance from the boundary of their home to the public realm, attractive views, sunlight and daylight, easy visual surveillance of the street outside and any access routes to their front/back door, a garden or at least a patio, a balcony large enough for all household members to sit out on if they can’t have the former, the ability to park a car (or two) in a garage or within view, lots of storage space within the home and secure storage without. Trees and some sign of the natural world. And the reassurance of familiar faces in the street outside. It goes without saying that these objectives are easier to meet if you build houses rather than flats.
Then there is the status bit. It reflects the ability to exercise choice. Being seen to exercise choice gives one human dignity. A listed building is best, and within a conservation area is tops. A flat is less good and a modernist one on a council estate is sadly bottom of the list except for young architects.

(SLIDE OF HALLFIELD ESTATE) Bertold Lubetkin was the distinguished émigré architect of many of London’s post war estates in Islington, Tower Hamlets, and Westminster. He was a committed communist and he designed the facades of his high rise slab blocks with great care to create abstract patterns which entirely obliterated any sense that residents might have an individual identity. (SLIDE OF LUBETKIN ESTATE) In my view this was an alien principle to impose on a city such as London, where individualism and personal freedom have always been so cherished. Perhaps it is one of the reasons why modernism still struggles to achieve mass popularity and large council estates are still generally disliked notwithstanding the often well designed and – by current standards - spacious accommodation they provide.
What don’t we want? Noisy neighbours, neighbours with very different lifestyles, homes that overheat, homes that are expensive to heat, homes without external space, homes surrounded by shared communal space, reliance on lifts, having to share our lift with people we don’t know or access halls with people we don’t like, nowhere to keep a bicycle, adjacency to noisy roads or railways, etc.

And we don’t like homes that submerge our identity. Where we can’t point to our home from the outside. In short, places whose vast scale belittles our sense of identity and self worth. Buildings which foster a sense of alienation, felt all the more keenly by those already at the bottom of the social pile.

What do the protagonists of high density recommend as the key principle for successful high density?
- paying attention to neighbourhood context

- imposing balanced communities

- designing flats that work for families

- introducing effective management

- organising and accessing flats

- privacy

- providing outdoor space and the public realm

- environmental sustainability

- encouraging local authorities to impose these criteria if developers don’t want to

None of these prescriptions are new. We have tried with the best of intentions to face up to these requirements in the past with mixed success. For some people Mansion flats exhibit many of these qualities. (SLIDE OF MANSION FLATS)Some parts London are full of mansion flats but very few are occupied by families with children. They are mostly occupied by comfortably off empty nesters like me. (SLIDE OF MANSION FLATS) External repairs to such buildings are cripplingly expensive as are repairs to any high rise structures. Health and Safety considerations rack up the cost year on year. And maintaining lifts, door entry systems, water pumps, CCTV security systems and fire alarms are an added burden. All are essential to modern high density developments, but none are needed if we build more modestly.
In my view the promoters of high density consistently fudge the reality that the concomitant high service charges are inherently unaffordable.

I remember that when Peabody enjoyed one of it’s periodic bouts of asset management it is. Instigated by our finance director we undertook a survey of the historic maintenance costs of all our estates with a view to selling of those which proved to be most expensive to maintain. Good idea. What we discovered was that that the resultant target list included all our most recently completed estates! The reason? The cost of maintaining modern high performance windows, lifts, door entry systems and secure block entrance doors, communal TV aerials, underground garage doors etc. The un-modernised estates were much the cheapest to maintain. Obvious perhaps but the degree of additional cost took us by surprise.   
However needs must I hear you say. With housing need so large and inexorable we must be prepared to compromise if necessary. Of course that’s your call. But history is not on your side.

The number of post war estates that have been demolished over the past twenty years, for justifiable and unjustifiable reasons, is scandalous. Had we avoided doing it we would probably have had enough money to solve housing need. The main reasons for this fiasco in my view were that we created housing that was fundamentally alien to people who were then denied any real choice in were they lived and what they lived in. Poor quality construction and at best indifferent housing management did the rest. 

So what should we have learned?  Let’s start with a reality check.
The fundamental problem with all models of housing rental is that they require state subsidy to underpin social rents, and market rent, and sub market rental properties require assumptions about long term asset growth, and crucially a crystalisation of that growth, to make a reasonable return. That looks pretty sick when house prices are falling as they are now. It’s the reason why there are really no serious institutional investors in the private rented sector. Home rental fundamentally doesn’t stack up in the UK because we have a culture which at all levels relies on house prices inflating faster than general inflation. So be careful if you are relying on cross subsidy to fund your intensification plans.
But to return to the issue of density, I think the real elephant in the room is bigness. Sheer scale. When I was building new housing with the Peabody Trust we were always pushing against what I saw as unreasonable density limits. (SLIDE OF PETER STREET) But in general those schemes were no more than six storeys high and often less. Rarely did they exceed fifty homes. Almost invariably they were infill schemes which took their scale from adjacent structures. That’s not to say that we never flirted with taller or larger schemes, but the fact that we found it so hard to make them work financially is a direct consequence of insisting on higher standards all round.
Anyway six storeys is pretty small beer by today’s standard. All around we are faced with developments of a scale we haven’t witnessed since the sixties. (SLIDE OF PADDINGTON BASIN) Paddington Basin, Kings Cross, Elephant and Castle, Cricklewood, Stratford City, Greenwhich Peninsula, Wembley, Silvertown Quays, Barking Reach for heavens sake. Each numbered in their thousands. Mostly about ten storeys high with towers up to thirty five. At one level it sounds really exciting. London the world city showing the world how it’s expanding and what it can do when it gets going. 

So have housing associations, house builders and developers really raised their game or are they just quietly cutting corners while trying to look as though they can be trusted.

Well probably a bit of both. I am sure some housing association schemes are a serious attempt to live up to these aspirations. The problem for them is that in doing so they  have to make very substantial contributions from their so called reserves in order to support their financial models. The problem with this approach is that in reality they don’t have any liquid reserves as all their past surpluses are invested in their property portfolios. So what they are actually doing is selling off some exiting stock somewhere else to subsidise their new developments. That must be looking like a rather less attractive business model with continuing build inflation and falling real housing values. Help! I do hope they don’t turn into the next sub prime market sector.

So my essential point is that high density is fundamentally more costly than low density, and neither the public, voluntary or private sectors is being realistic about the fact that it is financially unviable. Coupled with the long established British preferences for houses rather than flats this suggests that with the exception of a few really special locations we should be much more modest about the scale at which we build. There are of course some such locations, and arguably places like Kings Cross with its exceptional connectivity is one such. But they really are exceptions, and most of the list above can make no such claims.
The really crucial thing if we are serious about sustainability is to build homes that will last for hundreds of years. That’s not an issue of durability. It’s an issue of desirability. If its desirable and it’s a house no matter how badly built someone will do it up. Again and again and again. Sadly, for those who advocate that we should pile it high anywhere and everywhere in London to meet housing need and demand, that hasn’t been a successful model in most neighbourhoods in the past, and there is no reason to believe that we will be more successful in the future.

So what would be a better measure than density? I am in favour of plot ratios to set the basic sense of scale of new buildings, Coupled with a measure of the amount of space in square metres per person. Perhaps poorer people should have higher space allowances.
So what could and should you do? Try to avoid the jumbo solution. Several modest infill schemes would be preferable to one big one. Try to build terraces of houses rather than flats. (SLIDE OF HALLFIELD ESTATE) Respect the ideas of the original architect. That doesn’t mean you can’t change or add to the estate, but try to go with the grain and avoid encroaching on quality open spaces. Remember that it is reasonable for families and the disabled to own a car and parking provision is not an evil. If the estate is of the jumbo tendency see if there is an opportunity to ameliorate the sense of scale, but avoid redeveloping it. That would not be sustainable.
Westminster is one of the most desirable places to live in the whole of London. I don’t think you will ever be able to house all the people who would like to live here. That goes for all classes of society. Some will be disappointed. But that’s life. Any idea that you can meet housing demand and need in Westminster is a chimera. There is a limit on the number of additional people you can squeeze in without detracting from the quality of life of existing residents. Excess housing need is a London-wide problem for the Mayor and Central Government to solve. I would suggest that your role is to concentrate on ensuring that those who do live here have homes that are fundamentally desirable, and that will always be popular regardless of wider demand. If there are opportunities to intensify estates that are consistent with these precepts go to it. If not, back off.   
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