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1. Key Findings 

1.1 This report compares two methods of redeveloping social housing estates in London; replacing the existing 

site with new blocks and towers in a similar layout but higher density (Contemporary Regeneration) and 

reintegrating the estates into the surrounding urban fabric (Complete Streets). 

 

1.2 All types of Local Authority housing estate (LAHE) renewal are capable of increasing the number of homes 

on a hectare of estate land. Had these estates been built in the past using the Complete Streets model 

proposed here, an additional 480,000 households could have been housed on them.  The increase now 

possible could be 73%, from 78 homes per hectare currently to an average of 135 homes per hectare (plus a 

variety of neighbourhood, community and commercial premises) - provided renewal takes the form of high 

quality, integrated and permeable urban streetscapes. These would predominantly contain mid-rise 

apartment buildings and terraced housing with open space.  We call this form of development Complete 

Streets.  

 

1.3 We estimate that approximately 1,750 hectares of Londonôs 8,500 hectares of LAHEs might be capable of 

this type of regeneration with the potential to provide somewhere between 190,000 ï 500,000 homes on 

Complete Streets. This represents an increase over the number of existing homes of between 54,000 and 

360,000. 

 

1.4 All existing socially rented units on a site would be re-provided as social housing under all the renewal 

scenarios but the end asset value of a regenerated LAHE will be higher if it is redeveloped using a Complete 

Streets urban form rather than blocks in a landscape type of Contemporary Regeneration. Also, build costs 

per hectare are lower when LAHEs are renewed using the Complete Streets urban layout rather than 

contemporary apartment blocks. 

 

1.5 The combination of higher long term  end asset value and lower cost, as well as popularity, should mean 

that more LAHEs can be renewed using the Complete Streets method provided land owners, developers, 

investors and residents can align on long-term development and ownership models entailing ongoing 

stewardship of the new places that are created.  Public and third sector landowners looking for sustainable 

income and long-term investors looking for popular and sustainable real estate would make Complete 

Streets the built form of choice. 
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2. Summary Findings 

This report proposes that the best way to utilise land in a viable way, achieve maximum efficiency on it and create 

neighbourhoods that are enduringly popular with residents is not to replace old blocks of flats in poorly functioning open 

space with new ones of similar type
1
, but rather to create new streets of terraced housing and mid-rise mansion blocks 

with the occasional retention and re-use/refurbishment of old blocks where appropriate. This type of development would 

also contain neighbourhood employment, services and shops and is termed óComplete Streetsôfor the purposes of this 

report. 

 

The four main findings of this research were: 

 

1. Regenerated Local Authority Estates can provide more and better housing 

London has been undersupplied with social, mainstream and affordable housing for decades. Around 50,000 units 

per annum are needed over the next 20 years to both meet new demand and to begin making up for past shortfalls in 

London housing supply
2
. As limited land for new housing is a major constraint on supply, this study begins to look at 

the under-utilised capacity within London to potentially add to Londonôs housing supply and thereby begin to address 

affordability. 

 

Savills estimate that around 8,500 hectares of land contain Londonôs 660,000 households that occupy Local 

Authority Housing Estates (LAHEs) (This could be as few as 7,000 hectares or as many as 12,000). Had these 

estates been built in the past using the Complete Streets model proposed here, an additional 480,000 households 

could have been housed on them. If housing estates are renewed in future, a larger number of housing units could 

be provided on them using either a contemporary apartment block scheme or an intense, urbanised scheme but 

more are likely to be delivered if the ócomplete streetsô method of regeneration is used because more value is 

generated and build costs are lower.  

 

2. Estate regeneration has potential to enlarge capacity and repair the city 

Londonôs Local Authorities own sufficient land on existing housing estates to not only re-house all existing residents 

in better homes, but also to provide additional housing units - some of which could be provided under mechanisms to 

support affordability.  The opportunity further exists to repair Londonôs urban form, increase the space available for 

commercial and community uses in parallel, and to help ófuture-proofô the city at the same time. 

 

3. Complete Streets create social as well as financial added value 

Homes on streets and mixed-use urban neighbourhoods set in a high-functioning urban network are more highly 

valued by residents.  We show that this model of estate renewal potentially unlocks not only more social value but 

also creates valuable real estate in the long run. This makes redevelopment potentially viable where, hitherto, it has  

been unviable using conventional methods of regeneration.  Complete Streets development can yield higher 

numbers of homes which cost less to build and possibly lower to maintain as well. Landowners (councils) or housing 

associations or investors or  residents who retain a long-term interest in the estates and take responsibility for 

management and governance, could reap higher social, environmental and financial returns from this type of renewal 

than through conventional, short term development. Furthermore, there are signs that the costs of management and 

maintenance (a present cost to the private and public purse) could be reduced.  We have only considered long-term, 

end asset value of the housing estates, ignoring any new build premium that might be achieved. 

  

                                                        
1
 We characterise this approach as óContemporary Regenerationô for the purposes of this report. 

2
 Savills óSpotlight London Demandô 2013. 
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4. The role of longer term investment and patient equity 

This exercise has highlighted the long-term nature of the value added using the Complete Streets approach. All 

stakeholders in the regeneration process therefore need to consider how to attract investment with a relatively 

patient approach to return on capital and the need for longer-term approaches to realising asset value (or income). 

Housing Associations, investing institutions and other types of private sector investor are capable of taking this type 

of risk ï and it may be that Local Authority and other public sector landlords are capable of taking a stake in the long-

term assets created on their land too. 

 

This will not only unlock the delivery of more and higher quality, new and regenerated residential neighbourhoods but 

also create a valuable and robust asset with superior value growth.  Under these circumstances, the capability of 

Complete Streets development to create valuable income streams in perpetuity might be considered a viable 

alternative by landowners. It may prove a more advantageous strategy for local authorities to retain interests in their 

land rather than taking up-front, short-term receipts from outright land sales at day one. 

 

Illust.1  Existing and potential street patterns: figure ground for a hypothetical Local Authority estate 

 

A) Existing Use

 

B) Complete Streets 
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2.1 Local Authority Housing Estate land can provide more and better housing and secure 
affordability 

¶ We estimate that approximately 1,750 hectares of Londonôs 8,500 hectares of LAHEs might be capable of 

óComplete Streetsô regeneration with the potential to provide somewhere between 190,000 ï 500,000 

homes, depending on the densification achieved. Between 54,000 and 360,000 of these would be additional 

homes, over and above the existing housing provision. 

 

¶ It is recognised that most estates with potential for regeneration will be long-term projects, often involving a 

development period of over 10 years, sometimes considerably more. The long-term nature of estate 

regeneration transcend both local and national policy cycles and any solutions need to be well-supported 

and robust enough to survive 5 year government terms.   

 

¶ This study focuses on London land and housing issues. It looks at the role that Local Authority and Housing 

Association owned land, in the form of housing estates, could play in providing the 50,000 or more new 

housing units needed each year to more fully supply Londonôs growing population with homes and secure 

long-term affordability. 

 

¶ The total land area of Local Authority (and ex Local Authority) Housing Estates (LAHEs) in London is 

unknown.  Our approximate estimate of the land and property held, or formerly developed, as housing 

estates by Londonôs 32 boroughs and City of London is c.8,500 hectares (with an estimated range between 

7,000 hectares and 12,500 hectares, depending on the calculation method used).  We estimate the average 

number of households currently accommodated on LAHEs is 78 households per hectare. These LAHEs 

have the capacity to be densified and to provide additional homes in London. 

 

¶ As a global figure, if all Local Authority estates had been originally built to the average density of the 

Complete Streets presented in this report, then not only would all existing tenants be housed on them 

(estimated at 660,000 households) but an additional 480,000 households would also have been 

accommodated. 

 

¶ Looking at how many of these estates (now often in disrepair and needing redevelopment) are capable of 

being regenerated, Savills estimate that approximately 1,750 hectares might be more readily capable of 

regeneration.  These may have the potential to provide an additional 54,000 to 360,000 homes using the 

Complete Streets model. 

 

¶ Our case studies show that if regenerated to intensify (as opposed to simply densify) land use, Local 

Authority Estate Complete Streets regeneration is likely to create value uplift on a site by delivering not only 

more housing but also a significant new quantum of space for community and local commercial uses.  This 

would help to enhance the overall land-use capacity, place-competitiveness and infrastructure efficiency of 

London.  

 

Not only is an intense, street-based approach to regeneration advantageous
3
, it may be the only way of making 

regeneration viable on some sites ï provided the right methods of extracting long-term value can be devised.  If our 
case studies are representative of all London sites, current approaches to regeneration would appear to be 
unviable on at least one site and possibly a further two. 
  

                                                        
3
 Savills óSpotlight on Development Layoutô November 2010 & iVALUL Urban Buzz 2010. 
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2.2 Estate regeneration enlarges and repairs the city 

 

¶ Street-based schemes are more likely to create greater value than single use estates, which replace failing 

buildings, but fail to mend the urban fabric. If even the most lavishly landscaped and beautiful new buildings 

continue to be cut off from the surrounding lifeblood of Londonôs streets and remain inward-looking, 

inaccessible and invisible they are less likely to benefit from the óplace-making bonusô, or to impact on the 

regeneration of the wider area. 

 

¶ It is therefore the potential for estate regeneration schemes to change the locational value of the scheme 

from under-performing, undesirable and low value to actively sought-after, high-performing and higher value 

and offering greater life-chances to residents, that will make the most difference to the viability of a scheme, 

certainly in the longer run.  Ultimately, the more value that can be added to a place, the more cross-subsidy 

there can be of affordable housing ï whether it be socially rented, privately rented, part-owned or owner-

occupied. 

 

¶ We say nothing specific as to whom the additional value of the ócomplete streetsô regeneration would accrue.  

This would be highly dependent on the land-owning, tenure, funding and finance structures that were put in 

place. 

 

¶ We argue that street-based urban fabric is more capable of change and adaptation than blocks of single use 

buildings in an open landscape. The fact that so much of Londonôs street pattern, within different use and 

ownership configurations, has endured for centuries is testament to this. Regeneration using the Complete 

Streets model will help to build Londonôs capacity for resilience and óplace-competitivenessô and support the 

long term adaptability of the city. 

 

¶ What this study underlines is the need to take account of time-scale in measuring the relative consequences 

of each approach. Conventional, contemporary approaches tend to apply narrow and short-term measures 

of value ï which generally favour a simple densification approach, typically consisting of big blocks in a 

landscaped environment. The evidence suggests however, that over a longer term, significant added value 

can be yielded, and cost-saving achieved, through the creation of mid-rise buildings on an integrated street 

pattern. In addition, this model produces significant qualitative benefits and underpins area-wide 

regeneration through a multiplier effect. 

 

¶ Simple reproduction of historic street patterns and buildings does not necessarily produce the optimal 

outcomes in terms of unit numbers, mix and value. We propose instead that new street patterns, informed by 

traditional urbanism that work for contemporary needs and servicing, and which potentially create enhanced 

urban capacity, produce optimal outcomes. 

 

¶ Comprehensive redevelopment of local authority estates simply involving densification (the Contemporary 

Regeneration model) obviously adds capacity to the London housing stock, but  if this also embraces the 

introduction of more highly valued properties as well as just more properties for sale, it can shift values 

beyond what is possible simply by reducing concentrations of mass deprivation (IMD). 

 
 

¶ We have shown that regeneration promoted to the Complete Streets model (as opposed to the 

Contemporary Regeneration model), as well as substantially adding to the London housing stock, introduces 

significant new community and commercial capacity to the city to service communities and could stimulate 

the uplift of the wider area through a multiplier effect, and therefore provides a much more powerful rationale 

for the radical restructuring of estates. 
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¶ If the IMD for the area were to be improved by estate redevelopment through a simple densification of land 

use, reducing currently local high levels of deprivation to the average IMD value for the borough, only 

marginal value uplift is likely to be achieved.  Staying at the same quartile, house prices could increase by 

around 3%.  This model of redevelopment relies upon a ónew build premiumô through redevelopment and 

creating additional units/densification to create development value and therefore viability. 

 

¶ However, if the site were of a sufficient scale and opportunity to improve it more radically through ôplace-

makingô including integrating it with the local area and incorporating neighbourhood retail, community and 

commercial uses and well as housing, thereby transforming the nature of the location, the end asset value 

could be uplifted by considerably more, albeit over a potentially more extended timeframe. This could further 

introduce a multiplier regeneration effect and value uplift across the wider area, affecting not only housing 

values but employment uses as well. 

 

¶ This report provides evidence that there could be a step change in the delivery of estate regeneration to help 

tackle Londonôs growing housing problem. To unlock such a solution, all tenants and owners on such 

projects would need to be treated fairly and legally guaranteed the right to return to the estate to a property 

that is equivalent or better. There could further be scope for introducing new quasi-ownership products such 

that renters are able to invest on a fractional basis in their property or in the scheme as a totality whether 

through a Rent to Buy or similar scheme.  Established residents (and owners where Right to Buy has been 

exercised) would need to be regarded as fully-fledged stakeholders in the regeneration process and their 

views on design and urbanism fully interrogated through collaborative stakeholder planning and design 

processes. 
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2.3 Complete Streets produce community and financial added-value 

 

¶ The value that people are willing to pay to be in a particular place or to pay for a particular property is the 

key marker of what people find desirable.  

 

¶ Evidence shows that residents tend to prefer living in buildings (houses and apartments) on streets rather 

than in isolated blocks and towers. The observed preferences of a broad range of built environment 

professionals for street-based approaches to regeneration appear to echo the preferences of residents and 

potential residents in schemes. 

 

¶ We highlight further that the quality of ólocational valueô universally recognised by estate agents is a key 

driver of property price and sales rate. óLocational valueô is defined as the fundamental qualities of a 

neighbourhood that are independent of land costs and building values. They have been analysed in this 

publication and elsewhere
4
, and we sought to build these defining design principles into the Complete 

Streets case study areas. 

 
¶ Throughout this report, the counterfactual to óComplete Streetsô is óContemporary Regenerationô which 

is how many (though not all) estate regenerations have happened over the last decade. It is high-mass 

new blocks replacing old buildings (usually at higher density) but retaining an urban layout of ópavilions 

in parksô or blocks of flats on the existing, unconnected and cut-off road patterns or something similar 

to it.  In practice, this will be implemented on a block-by block renewal pattern ï to a broader overall 

master plan over a period of years. The outcome is óContemporary Regenerationô. The important thing 

about the block renewal approach of óContemporary Regenerationô it is that it is not streets. 

 

¶ Unit numbers can be significantly higher when LAHEs are regenerated because a more efficient use of land 

is made in comparison with inefficient post-war blocks. On average Contemporary Regeneration yields no 

more homes per hectare of land than the alternative Complete Streets model of regeneration that we 

advocate here. Typical across-London densities of 78 units per hectare are increased to 130 or 135 homes 

per hectare under these two scenarios.  

 

 

Table 1: Comparative results under alternative scenarios 

Location-weighted average Existing Estate 
Contemporary 

Regeneration 
Complete Streets 

Number of units per Ha 78 130 135 

Total end value per Ha £11.5m £40.0m £48.1m 

Build cost per Ha - £21.8m £19.9m 

Commercial space per Ha (sq.ft.) 8,831 8,831 10,014 

Source: Savills Research 

 

(All our calculations of regeneration numbers and values, in all cases, presumes that there would be a strong community 

role at the outset in Complete Street regeneration plans and that 100% of residents would have the right to be re-housed 

on site in an equivalent or better home.) 

 

  

                                                        
4
  Valuing Sustainable Urbanism ï a report measuring and valuing new approaches to residentially-led mixed 
use growthô, Princes Foundation for the Built Environment & Savills 2007 
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¶ Much more significant than the differences in unit numbers is the significant difference between final, end 

values
5
 generated (at todayôs prices) between the Complete Streets and Contemporary Regeneration 

approaches. Schemes undertaken to the Complete Streets model in almost all cases generate more value 

by the end of the entire place-making process, averaging £48.1 million per hectare compared to £40.0m for 

Contemporary Regeneration. 

 

¶ This potential value uplift creates the potential for new long-term development and ownership vehicles, 

which should ultimately be self-financing. However commercial and policy barriers to Complete Streets 

development and this type of patient-equity investment approach need to be identified, fully understood and 

remedied. 

 

¶ The multiplier effect of a Complete Streets regeneration approach could significantly and positively impact 

on the attractiveness and value of adjacent neighbourhoods.  This potential multiplier needs to be 

investigated, and raises questions as to whether some form of value capture mechanism should be 

considered if a programme of estate regeneration were to be put in place on a pan-London basis. 

 

¶ Rent to buy schemes, or similar equity stake schemes, would enable residents and other stakeholders to 

participate in this value uplift. 

 

¶ Very significantly, there are big differences in build costs as well as values. Contemporary Regeneration has 

higher build costs per hectare; generally is less able to be phased than a Complete Streets approach and 

therefore is both more costly and imposes greater project risk. We suggest that street-based urbanism could 

further reduce costs through replicable building types (possibly utilising modern methods of construction) 

and supply chain efficiencies. 

 

¶ On equivalent sites, Complete Streets should cost less to deliver than the Contemporary Regeneration 

schemes currently being delivered. This should mean that less subsidy is needed to get schemes underway, 

the number of schemes that become viable is increased and more homes are capable of being delivered. 

 

¶ Initial evidence suggests that the building typologies of a Complete Streets urban form cost less to maintain 

and manage over time.  Equally, a robust street form enables incremental building and the easy replacement 

of units at the end of the natural lifecycle of the property. It also allows for change of use and adaptability in 

the event of a change in market or locational circumstance, without requiring the replacement of the full 

infrastructure.  Both of these factors are worthy of further investigation. 

 

¶ When the final value (excluding any new build premium) of a scheme is set against build costs, a residual 

value can be calculated as a surplus per unit. This ósurplusô has to be sufficient to pay for design, promotion, 

plans, community consultation, re-housing, phasing, project management, site preparation, remediation, 

abnormal site conditions, marketing, lettings and sales on a site. It is not therefore a ñprofitò figure but it does 

begin to point to what the viability of a scheme might be.  

 
It must be noted that build costs do not include the costs of abnormal site conditions, demolition and the cost of 

temporary housing for residents during redevelopment. However, it is assumed that these will be the same for both 

Contemporary Regeneration and Complete Streets. The value and cost analysis here is therefore comparative and 

not absolute i.e. it cannot provide all the information needed to assess practical viability. These viabilities will differ 

significantly from estate to estate and each site will need to be assessed on its merits. What this analysis does 

provide is clear evidence that a long-term land owner/ landlord would, in most cases, be at a financial advantage in 

developing to a Complete Streets model rather than a Contemporary Regeneration model. 

  

                                                        
5
 Housing value reflects the economic and social desirability of place enabling schemes to be funded and 

proceed on the basis of the intrinsic value of the location, rather than relying upon market cycles. 
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¶ We have expressed this ósurplusô in the table below as a percentage of the full and final property value on a 

per-hectare basis. We found that all the Complete Streets schemes have a higher surplus than that 

obtainable through Contemporary Regeneration. 

 

¶ It is notable that in one case of Contemporary Regeneration, the scheme is rendered instantly unviable by a 

negative surplus. This would imply that it could not proceed without subsidy. 

 

¶ We cannot comment on whether the full end asset values could be realised by the developing entity 

because that is highly dependent on the business model that is put in place to regenerate the LAHE. This 

business model includes considerations of funding methods, the duration of land holdings and different 

forms of estate ownership that might be employed ï as well as the tenure of units and the provisions made 

for the estateôs ongoing ownership and management.  We do however recommend that the impact of these 

different factors is fully investigated and understood, for the benefit of current landowners and policy-makers. 

 

¶ Contemporary Regeneration is loss-making, unviable, or may require subsidy in at least one of the six cases 

in this study and generates lower surpluses over build costs than Complete Streets in the other five.  

Contemporary Regeneration is more likely therefore to result in pressure to increase densities, sell at higher 

prices and/or reduce the social provision than under a Complete Streets model. 

 
Table 2: Comparative end asset value surplus over build costs under alternative scenarios 

Initial Margin 
Contemporary 

Regeneration 
Complete Streets 

Site A £614,448 £1,218,637 

Site B -£18,254 £232,251 

Site C £160,933 £220,844 

Site D £382,586 £408,277 

Site E  £169,395 £205,925 

Site F £261,610 £395,718 

Source: Savills Research 

 
¶ Although the gap between costs and end asset values may be larger for contemporary regeneration than 

complete streets, some contemporary regeneration schemes may be rendered viable because of a focus 

only on new build values by conventional developers and housebuilders.  The end asset value matters much 

less to them than it does to landlords and long-term landowners. 

 

¶ If the new build premium available to developers is sufficient to bridge the gap between higher build costs 

and value, then schemes will go ahead using the contemporary development model. This does however 

introduce greater market risk into the delivery process.  At times when the new build premium is weakened 

or eroded, development may be rendered unviable. 

 

¶ Despite the greater long-term economic returns produced by the Complete Streets approach, a range of 

planning and other constraints plus short-term cash flow incentives can often lead to an ultimately sub-

optimal outcome.  
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2.4 The role of longer term investment and patient equity 

¶ If new long-term investment structures were to emerge to enable the Complete Streets form of regeneration, 

there is potential for such investors (e.g. institutional funds; global sovereign wealth and high net worth 

funds) to participate in these projects - whether through debt or equity. 

 

¶ There is also a critical role of central government to support the unlocking of this land and regeneration 

opportunity through further analysing the practical barriers to the emergence of this market; identifying and 

remedying policy, legal, fiscal and institutional barriers; negotiating the opportunity with local authorities and 

front-loading the creation of new institutionally-backed investment funds. 

 

¶ Consideration should be given to how public land interacts with a longer term funding model, particularly 

given the potential value uplifts that can be achieved.  The case could be made for public land being vested 

as equity through public/private partnership mechanisms, to support the early stage viability of the scheme 

on one hand, and also to participate in long-term value uplift.  A ópublic shareô could provide the basis of 

ensuring long term affordability and/or valuable long-term income streams. 

 

¶ The majority of the sample of industry professionals interviewed for this study preferred the Complete 

Streets approach to estate regeneration rather than a block-based approach of Contemporary Regeneration. 

This was especially the case for those with long-term interests in the land and property created. Only those 

concerned with current land values and achieving short-term development profit preferred the contemporary, 

block-based regeneration model. 
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2.5 Implications of the findings 

¶ It is important that the debate on Estate regeneration does not become polarised between the proponents of 

the two approaches, namely residential densification of Contemporary Regeneration or mixed-use 

intensification of an optimised Complete Streets model.  Rather, it would be better to look at the long-term 

impacts; the sustainability ï economic, social and environmental ï of the different approaches.  Also, 

straightforwardly, the relative popularity of the approaches among people who live on the estates or would 

like to be able to live there. 

 

¶ It is also important that the debate focuses on how the different solutions available would impact on 

Londonôs capability to regenerate and adapt as a city. This is a question of how we rebuild, repair and 

reposition the city, not just respond to the current, pressing question of housing a rapidly growing population.  

 

¶ All the facts need to be presented objectively and clearly, such that London and Londoners can consider the 

choices that face the city in terms of the future use of land and its implications; impacts on sustainability; 

business and community capacity and resilience; as well as impacts beyond London.  In this way, hard 

short-term decisions may be set in the context of the long-term, tangible benefits of reconfiguring under-

utilised elements of the cityôs footprint to accommodate new homes, businesses and community capacity, 

and to fully realise Londonôs overall place potential as a premier global city. 

 

¶ Innovative financial structures and business models that transcend political timescales; which enable 

stakeholder participation in value creation and which seek the best long-term benefits for London and 

Londoners need to be brought forward urgently to support such an approach. 

 

¶ In order to manage the vast majority of LAHE regenerations it will be necessary for a new group of long term 

investors to take a stake in these redevelopments. Equally, to take these complex and large scale projects 

forward will require a particular skill-set and strong partnership delivery arrangements with local authorities ï 

capacity will need to be built to achieve this whether on the model of the HCA Atlas team to partner with 

local authorities, or new stand-alone public/private arrangements on the model of, for example, The English 

Cities Fund. It will be the role of these bodies to propose options to the local community, to draw up 

proposals, implement them, and, within clear rules set out by government, to implement these changes. 

DCLG would likely have a role in monitoring the performance of such bodies to ensure that public objectives 

are met. It is unlikely that simply relying on council departments alone will achieve the level of delivery and 

regeneration that is now required. The creation of such bodies and clear, strong visionary leadership from 

them will ensure the rapid expansion and high quality outcomes of LAHE regeneration schemes. 

 

¶ Given the leadership capacity and technical skills available to most Local Authority housing and planning 

departments, the management of more than one or two sites at a time would be difficult.  This makes a case 

for providing additional capacity and resources, perhaps from a GLA funded level to assist bringing forward 

regeneration sites.  This could consist of anything from a team of experts to help bring forward schemes, to 

the formation of bespoke vehicles applying the most effective techniques in all areas of development and  

ongoing management and maintenance. 

 

¶ This report did not seek to apply its principles beyond London, as it was not within the brief to do so. 

However, there is no reason why the broad principles set out here should not work in other urban areas (i.e. 

regeneration to a higher intensity of land-use on an optimal Complete Streets model funded via long term 

public/private investment vehicles). 
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¶ Neither was the exercise designed to look at other cases of land-use inefficiency that could potentially yield 

additional regeneration capacity through intensification and could also be reconfigured on the Complete 

Streets model - car-dependent single uses such as retail warehousing, and superstores for example.  We 

recommend that this exercise is extended to look at land in other such uses, elsewhere termed ógrey-field
6
ô 

sites which may be in corporate or institutional ownership and may be subject to cyclical redevelopment. 

 

¶ Further work is required, for example on attracting patient capital into estate regeneration projects. Further 

distinction is also required between what is practically possible rather than the theoretical potential identified 

here. The first step in this would be to identify the actual number, size and characteristics of all local 

authority and ex-local authority housing estates. 

  

¶ Important note 

The case studies are set out in full in Appendix 1 and 3.  It is upon these that the cost and value 

assumptions set out in this report are based. They are derived from real places in London in order to ground 

the study in reality and to highlight how different locational factors impact upon the model. However these 

sites have been disguised and anonymised because they are intended to be hypothetical, generic and 

representative and do not represent any current, existing or proposed scheme currently pertaining to those 

sites and should not be construed as such.  All assumptions made in this report are detailed in Appendix 9. 

 

It should be noted that all the capacity numbers cited in this report are theoretical and based on assumptions 

in the absence of concrete data on the numbers and size of existing estates. Even the numbers of existing 

units on housing estates has had to be estimated.  

 

  

                                                        
6
 Greyfields into Goldfields,    www.cnu.org/sites/files/Greyfield_Goldfields_vol2.pdf  

http://www.cnu.org/sites/files/Greyfield_Goldfields_vol2.pdf
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3. Introduction 

3.1 This report 

This report responds to the increasing recognition of the need to deploy land in London efficiently
7
 in order to 

service the intense and increasing need for housing, and to address issues of affordability, maintain the productivity 

of the city and to fully service its growing population. It assesses the potential of land on Local Authority Housing 

Estates (LAHEs) to be reconfigured when regenerated and to accommodate a greater intensity of use.  It 

challenges the perception that simply densifying land use produces the optimal economic and social outcomes. 

Rather, it seeks to demonstrate the advantages of regenerating and intensifying these areas to increase the supply 

of housing in popular, high quality, mixed-use and street-based neighbourhoods, which reflect the urban form of 

Londonôs best-loved places. In doing so, it not only demonstrates that optimal land values are produced over the 

longer term, but also a range of economic and community benefits. Finally, the report highlights how barriers to the 

provision of desirable housing and neighbourhood uses for all levels of affordability and sectors might be 

overcome. 

 

3.2 Methodology 

We conducted a research programme over June and August 2014 in three parts. First, an exercise was undertaken 

to identify the present occupation and potential capacity of LAHE land in London, to interrogate good practice - in 

particular identifying the potential benefits of the Complete Streets approach - and to determine optimal real estate 

solutions for the regeneration of publically owned housing estates.  Second, the exercise looked at the practical 

implications of this, and potential policy and business responses. 

 

In order to highlight the principle and broad scope of the approach, we have compiled results that are largely 

empirical in nature, processing data on large-scale measurements in land, street and housing topographies. 

Equally, we have tested the hypothesis with a wide range of industry experts in order to establish a broad sample 

of responses as to the acceptability and viability of the approach, and the scale of opportunity.  

 

Finally, we have begun to approach quantifying the values that could be achieved through this approach and the 

long-term values of regenerated property on the sites by examining alternative theoretical redevelopment scenarios 

on six sample sites in order to test viability, value impacts and capacity. We also touch on the issues of longer term 

running and maintenance costs. 

  

                                                        
7
 óSpace & The Cityô, Economist, April 4

th
 2015 
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4. Background 

4.1 Population change and the urban fabric 

The chart below shows how the population of London has changed over the past two centuries. It is important 

because it sets in context the conditions under which the large, local authority owned housing estates of the 1950s, 

60s and 70s were built. 

 

Chart 1: Population rise, decline and rise in Inner & Outer London 1801 to 2021 

 
Source: ONS, Greater London Council 

 

There are three features which are particularly pertinent to this report. First, there was a dramatic decline in 

Londonôs population, mainly from the inner boroughs, in the post war era which continued until the late 1980s. This 

has since been dramatically reversed and is set to continue according to GLA projections. 

 

Second, the era of very high house building activity during the 1950s-70s resulted in a managed decline in housing 

density which both responded to and accelerated the population exodus. Thanks to the scale of demolition at this 

time, fewer homes were provided on new estates than had been on the streets they replaced. The population of 

Southwark, for example, fell by two thirds. Regardless of social, aesthetic or ideological arguments about the 

housing that was provided in this era, it can be seen as either a rational response to, or an accentuating factor in, 

declining inner city populations ï or perhaps both. Either way, it has proved to be an inappropriate response in the 

light of subsequent, fast-rising population numbers. 

 

  

0

1,000,000

2,000,000

3,000,000

4,000,000

5,000,000

6,000,000

7,000,000

8,000,000

9,000,000

10,000,000

1
8

0
1

1
8

11

1
8

2
1

1
8

3
1

1
8

4
1

1
8

5
1

1
8

6
1

1
8

7
1

1
8

8
1

1
8

9
1

1
9

0
1

1
9

11

1
9

2
1

1
9

3
1

1
9

3
9

1
9

5
1

1
9

6
1

1
9

7
1

1
9

8
1

1
9

9
1

2
0

0
1

2
0

1
1

2
0

2
1

P
e

o
p

le

Inner London Outer London Greater London

Source: ONS, Greater London Council

Victorian 

railways 

suburb 

building

Inter-war 

Metroland

building

Exodus from the inner city

City 

renaissance

Inner London still 

1.7m below 

former capacity 

Hi build 

rates but 

less supply



 

Completing Londonôs Streets 
Savills Research Report to the Cabinet Office 
 

 

18 

 

 

Illust. 1  Post-war housing estate densities were often lower than the old streets they replaced 

 
 

The effect of the post war development era was to introduce suburban densities (though not suburban form) into 

the inner city. However, the sharp reversal in population trends since the 1980s and the extremely high pressure of 

demand for housing in the inner city since then, not to mention its further projected increase, makes this type of 

housing topography deeply inappropriate for current and coming decades. 
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Chart 2: New housing supply in England 1950 to 2011 

 
Source: Savills Research, DCLG 

 

Third, population growth in London is now back to its 1939 peak and will substantially exceed this figure before 

2021.  But, until recently, most of this excess has been absorbed by the outer boroughs. The population of the 

outer boroughs grew in the immediate post war era (as a result of emigration from the inner city) and did not 

decline so significantly during the 1950s, 60s and 70s. The population of Outer London boroughs has been higher 

than it was in 1939 for the last decade or so. 

 

What this means is that, if we can re-intensify the sub-urban built form of the post-war period, a more appropriate 

urban form for London should emerge.  This is why we have looked at their replacement with óComplete Streetsô 

which supports a rational and well integrated street pattern allowing for intensity of build and a variety of uses in the 

form of terraced housing and mid-rise apartment blocks with neighbourhood commercial uses.  Not only should this 

enable us to be able to build more homes in Inner London ï where they are needed the most - but also create a 

more adaptable urban fabric and socially mixed neighbourhoods, more popular with residents ï and potentially 

more valuable, socially as well as economically. 
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4.2 Housing need & affordability 

The shortage of housing in London is particularly acute due to constrained land supply interacting with investment 

pressures, and rapidly increasing population numbers/housing demand. 

 

We estimate that a total of 500,000 dwellings need to be created over the next 10 years in order to meet this 

combination of need and demand.  In order to achieve this level of growth without encroaching on the highly valued 

elements of Londonôs Greenbelt and over-intensifying (cramming) individual sites, the full potential of derelict, 

empty and under-utilised land needs to be optimised and suitability of regeneration and intensification of land use 

considered, in particular in relation to the efficient utilisation of infrastructure and supporting a more sustainable 

future urban footprint. Equally, there is a pressing problem of affordability which is particularly acute in the inner 

urban boroughs where private housing stock is becoming too expensive for the spending power of most 

Londoners. 

 

While much attention to date has been given to the capacity of brownfield and infill sites to accommodate additional 

residentially-led growth, the potential should also be considered of presently under-utilised land in a variety of uses, 

including residential land in public ownership.  We foresee that a similar exercise might also usefully be run against 

other sub-optimally occupied land in low-intensity single uses such as retail warehousing and superstores for 

example, to quantify its potential capacity for regeneration and intensification of use in the future particularly where 

well-infrastructured and close to transport links. 

 

Given that many properties, particularly social housing built before the 1980s, are now in need of considerable 

capital expenditure, are environmentally sub-standard (sometimes costing occupants large fuel bills) and often, 

through their design, are expensive to maintain and fail to integrate with the wider city, the case for regeneration 

could be made. Many London boroughs are reviewing their social housing stock, and some estates have already 

been identified for repair or replacement. Some estates have begun to be replaced on the basis of a development 

model that densifies land use to provide greater numbers of housing units, however this form of development which 

we dub Contemporary Regeneration for the purpose of this report, commonly replaces inefficient slab form blocks 

with a contemporary version of the same design principles ï namely large disconnected boxes that ignore street 

form and generally set in amorphous, expensive to maintain, publicly accessed green space.  

 

This paper proposes an alternative approach, which seeks instead to reintroduce street-based urban form to these 

estates. This not only delivers an overall increase in residential capacity, but also a range of wider regeneration 

benefits and produces elevated social, economic and environmental values over time.  In this way, a Complete 

Streets approach to the regeneration of local authority housing estates could not only deliver significant additional 

new residential, commercial and community capacity to London, but also offers the potential of stimulating the 

wider regeneration of the city (in particular adjacent areas) and improved investment returns over time, while 

reducing ongoing costs of maintenance. 

 

In this report, we recognise the potential of some of the less well performing LAHEs to be redeveloped to 

accommodate growth while also rehousing all existing residents. We quantify the possible additional capacity that 

this could provide as a global figure across London, and we begin to illustrate a physical proposition, based on the 

Complete Streets approach outlined above, that could fully optimise this currently under-utilised element of 

Londonôs footprint to deliver a range of beneficial outcomes through intensification of use and regeneration. 

 

We illustrate how the Complete Streets approach could be applied to reinstate traditional street form and compare 

how this performs against a Contemporary Regeneration approach.  
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Chart 3: Map of London House Price Values 

 
Source: HM Land Registry 

 

 

Illust.2 Award winning Myatts Fields ïnew housing developed as Complete Streets 

  

 

 

 

 



 

Completing Londonôs Streets 
Savills Research Report to the Cabinet Office 
 

 

22 

 

 

Illust.3  Mint Street ï mixed use and contemporary mansion blocks within Complete Streets  

 

 

 

4.3 Achieving Londonôs óPlace Potentialô 

How could Londonôs post-war estates be redeveloped so as to optimise land use, the full place potential of the area 

and build Londonôs capacity across a range of qualitative values, as well as build property/investment value? 

 

This paper acknowledges established urban design thinking, which has been explored elsewhere
8
 and suggests 

that, in general, substantial residential sites capable of creating their own óplace valueô or location that are 

developed to the following principles will in general deliver across a range of community
9
 and commercial values, 

reflecting the spatial and density characteristics of Londonôs most successful traditional neighbourhoods. 

 

The central characteristic of all of these areas is that the principle form of development is street blocks whether 

configured as mansion block flats, at the most dense end of the spectrum, or as terraces or other housing 

configurations that are built in street form i.e. respecting the building line, rational street layout and with a strong 

interrelationship on set-backs, proportion, height and general design treatment. 

 

The popularity of the traditional London inner sub-urban areas (as opposed to later car-based ósuburbsô) such as 

Stoke Newington, Clapham, Kennington, Earls Court, Islington, Camden, Wandsworth, Marylebone and 

Kensington & Chelsea are testament to the robustness of this approach, as is the market acceptability of areas 

which display these characteristics. 

  

                                                        
8
 Valuing Sustainable Urbanismô ibid. 

9
 VSU pp ; óShaping Neighbourhoods for Local Health and Global Sustainabilityô,  Barton H., Grant M. and 

Guise R. Routledge, 2010 
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Sustainable Urbanism Characteristics (as identified in óValuing Sustainable Urbanismô) which support 

value-added development outcomes 

 

Perimeter blocks are the ordering device of the urban form  

 

Mixed Use  

¶ Retail principally located in a distributed fashion along main streets e.g. óhigh streetsô;  

¶ Studio/office/live-work component 

¶ Community space for health, medical, childcare, educational and leisure use 

¶ Flexible and adaptable buildings capable of accommodating employment and community uses. 

 

Mixed affordability & housing type 

¶ To support mixed community 

¶ Housing need at different life-stages and circumstances 

 

Legible street hierarchy 

 

Relatively dense; however recognising density gradient across site 

 

Well structured green space ï gardens; communal gardens, parks, street trees (not óland left over after planningô) 

 

Parking principally on-street regulated by parking permit 
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4.4 Valuing Sustainable Urbanism and built examples of street based urbanism 

Research conducted by Savills with the Princes Foundation for the Built Environment 
10

 considered a number of 

regeneration and greenfield growth scenarios and compared relative Gross Development Values (GDV) generated 

by a traditional single use housebuilder scheme over a sustainable urbanism solution based on a Complete Streets 

approach.  In each case, the street based urbanism outperformed on GDV. 

 

Illust. 4 Crown Street, Glasgow ï Reintroducing streets to the Gorbals 

  
 

Of particular significance to this study was the case study at Crown Street, Glasgow
11

 (illustrated above and below) 

where a partnership of interests including New Gorbals Housing Association, Glasgow City Council and The 

Scottish Development Agency came together to reconfigure the notorious 1960s tower blocks at the Gorbals as 

street based urbanism.  In this case, the GDV produced by Crown Street outperformed that of a single use, non-

street housebuilder scheme within the same market, even though the latter scheme benefitted from a waterfront 

location. 

  

                                                        
10

   óValuing Sustainable Urbanismô, ibid.   
11

  óValuing Sustainable Urbanismô, pp 63-80 
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Illust. 5 Comparison of Complete Streets built scheme (Map 2) and Contemporary Regeneration (Map 3) 

within Glasgow, from Valuing Sustainable Urbanism 

 

 

 

Crown Street, Glasgow  

The Crown Street Regeneration Project in Glasgow is considered by many to be one of the best examples of housing-led, 

mixed-use regeneration executed to a Complete Streets model in the UK. Following the failure of the post-war 

Comprehensive Development Area approach, which replaced historic overcrowded tenements with tower blocks, the 

Crown Street Regeneration Partnership was set up and decided to adopt a street based master planning approach to this 

housing-led regeneration. The model of the traditional Glasgow tenement was adopted, which was commonly built around 

the perimeter of a drying green with small private gardens allocated to ground floor properties, and which included a 

mixture of uses at ground floor level on principle routes.  The scheme was also informed by the Notting Hill garden 

squares which were well known to the masterplanners (CZWG). In its first phases, the scheme delivered 639 homes for 

owner occupation and 168 homes for social rent.  
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Accessibility / Location Efficiency  

As a consequence of the phased development of the area and those areas surrounding it, the site was somewhat isolated 

from the wider area and a key design principle adopted was to reinstated street connectivity: 

óthe site will not be developed in isolation from the surrounding area, but become a cohesive and integrated part of the 

Gorbals both physically and sociallyô.  

 

The physical layout of streets and blocks now connect to and address the surrounding area. The streets are 

predominantly straight with slight axial changes of direction, punctuated by the occasional circus or crescent, making the 

development seem part of the fabric and an addition to the overall neighbourhood rather than a separate óprojectô. 

 

Infrastructure Efficiency 

The scheme tapped into numerous pre-existing roads, bus routes, and through restoring population density to this part of 

Glasgow secured the future of a number of primary schools whose numbers were falling to the point of un-sustainability. 

 

Appropriateness to context  

The scheme embraced the traditional street based urbanism typical throughout Glasgow incorporating a familiar scale of 

development, legible street patterns and a strong recognisable identity boldly redefining the tenement as Glasgowôs 

archetypal building form, however maintaining typical densities, block patterns and scale. 

 

Well defined public and private space  

The buildings address the public streets in a positive way giving distinct public and private frontages. The shared 

communal gardens fill the centre of each block, and these are subject to the management regime of the New Gorbals 

Housing Association to ensure they are maintained to a high standard. The ground floor dwellings have the benefit of 

small rear private gardens (which give on to the communal garden area), and in some cases a small front garden 

providing a set back from the street reflecting traditional Glasgow street form. 

 

Housing mix and tenure  

The project consciously set out to achieve a diverse range of residents and has attracted existing residents, people with 

connections to the Gorbals, newcomers on higher incomes and families with children. To create more opportunities for 

residents and widen tenure choice a balance in favour of private over social housing was preferred.  

 

Non-residential uses & Local Economic Capture 

The mixed-use elements of the scheme ï most notably Kwik Save ï have generated private sector investment and local 

employment opportunities. Kwik Save invested more than £1 million in its store and employs 50 full and part-time staff. 

Other mixed-use elements of the scheme include individual retail units, business units, a hotel, a library, public house, 

and a Life Long Learning Centre. 

 

A mixed-use street  

Crown Street is a key neighbourhood focus for the area beyond the development as much as the development itself. 

Commercial and community activities are located on Crown Street and public transport runs along the retail street with 

the retail units serviced from the street frontage.  

 

Estate management 

The New Gorbals housing association provides on-going management of the entire estate including public areas, 

communal gardens and private properties for rent, where owners wish to use their factoring service.  
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4.5 Place Potential ï determining an optimal regeneration solution 

Clearly, the potential of every site and its location is different in terms of what form of development may be 

appropriate and what capacity might be achieved. We call the optimisation of the site in this way the achievement 

of its óplace potentialô.  The determination of the place potential of a site takes account of its connectivity to latent 

infrastructure capacity; location within the urban transect
12

; urban design and approach to density and use that is 

appropriate to context - and we reference this with well-functioning comparable urbanism elsewhere within the 

same, or comparable, property market. 

 

We have applied this óplace potentialô analysis to example sites analysed in Appendix 1 and 3 in this report to 

consider how they could perform if redeveloped to the Complete Streets model. 

 

4.6 Densification or intensification the city? 

In the 2013 Autumn statement the government announced its intention to óexplore options for kick-starting the 

regeneration of some of the worst housing estates through repayable loansô. This was followed up in the 2014 

Budget by the announcement of a ó£150 million fund to kick start the regeneration of large housing estates through 

repayable loans, helping to boost housing supplyô
13

. 

 

Our observation is that when some such estates have been regenerated in the past, typically the number of units is 

increased, along with the quality of housing (insofar as the stock is generally renewed), however the pressures of 

viability on the development business model mean that a higher number of housing units are put on a site without 

the commensurate development of social infrastructure in the form of supporting community and commercial uses. 

Too often, poor quality, low functioning buildings are replaced with sometimes higher quality, new, but similar ones 

with the consequence that the place itself remains disconnected from the London street scene and lacks amenity. If 

newly-regenerated estates remain merely a collection of buildings (albeit occupied by a wider variety of residents) 

and remain cut off from surrounding neighbourhoods, we postulate that they are more likely to continue functioning 

sub-optimally ï especially in the context of a major and high-functioning world city. The potential of this land to add 

to the broader community and commercial capacity, as well as the London housing stock is foregone, as is the 

positive regenerative impact on the surrounding areas that could have been achieved through a more radical 

Complete Streets approach. 

 

Analysis has been conducted in recent years which develops the point, namely that social housing estate 

regeneration schemes may make improvements to a site but not fully optimise the land potential of the site by 

providing the most desirable, most intense and highest quality environments possible (valuing Sustainable 

Urbanism 2007, Create Streets 2013). Work by Space Syntax also shows that certain types of street patterns are 

more likely to lead to better social outcomes than less traditional arrangements of buildings, such as those 

constructed on Local Authority housing estates in the 1960s and 70s. 

 

In the 2004 research by the LSE (Density and Urban Neighbourhoods in London) looking at London Wards with 

particularly high densities, it is notable how many of those wards retain a large proportion of traditional grid-type 

street-patterns, regardless of social economic or value status. We have also participated in research in the past 

(Space Syntax, iValul, Urban Buzz and Savills Research 2010) which correlates well-connected streets with 

greater value and we are aware of the consistent evidence (Cabe 2010 et al.) that majorities prefer to live in 

houses or flats in buildings with a smaller number of units in them. 

  

                                                        
12

     See page 30 for explanation of the urban transect 
13

     HM Treasury, 2013 Autumn Statement (2013), p. 61. HM Treasury, 2014 Budget, Section 1.143, p.40. 
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It is striking that a recent YouGov poll found that only 33% of Londoners supported additional high rise residential 

housing to solve Londonôs housing crisis. While the creation and/or retention of towers should not be ruled out in all 

cases, they should not be relied on as the preferred built form to solve the London housing shortfall simply through 

plot densification.   

 

At Crown Street (section 3.4) two of the 1960s towers were retained and refurbished, with a new management 

regime of the common parts as these were highly regarded by older people looking for a secure environment and 

who enjoyed the views. Among our client base, we are aware that tower blocks are popular with other specific 

purchaser/ occupier groups and in particular foreign nationals who are accustomed to apartment block lifestyles. 

Equally, the form makes sense for accommodating large numbers of smaller households with no requirement for 

outdoor space nor a car ï so can be suitable for student and key worker accommodation. However the proliferation 

of tower blocks without supporting infrastructure, and imposed with little consideration to broader issues of urban 

form and capacity, particularly at street level, will fail to produce an optimal impact on the London land supply.  

 

We postulate that a more integrated, mixed use and recognisably urban built form would yield better outcomes 

from a social, economic and environmental point of view. We have found from past research that both traditional 

streetscapes and new, 'sustainable urbanism' could provide more housing and other, mixed, uses on the same 

amount of land. This type of development is more highly valued in all sorts of ways by inhabitants and can have a 

higher eventual aggregate value in the real estate market than conventional estate redevelopment.  

 

This is a view reflected in the opinion of most built environment professionals interviewed for this study, see  

Appendix 5.  We think that this highly valued environment could provide scope for both popular housing and 

regeneration that involves minimal, or possibly even no, permanent public subsidy. This is what this report seeks to 

explore.  

 

In the case of land which is in public ownership, and has been in use as affordable and social housing, the 

argument for interrogating the social value and occupier acceptability of the property that is yielded from future 

regeneration is redoubled. We recommend that a thorough occupier preference analysis is undertaken to gain a 

systematic understanding of these areas, the findings of which may help to make the public case for regeneration 

and intensification down the line, as well as informing schemes that may emerge from this process. 
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4.7 Complete Streets Hypothesis 

Our hypothesis is that the replacement of slab blocks with traditional housing types in street form, including 

terraced houses and mansion blocks, as well as the appropriate construction and retention of towers in some 

cases (provided these respect the overall street form at street level), would significantly increase the housing 

capacity of land and better provide for the social and other needs of existing inhabitants while providing more 

successful, desirable and authentic London neighbourhoods and supporting wider area regeneration. 

 

In this report we have shown that the restoration of streets and optimisation of built form, in line with the traditional 

street form of some of Londonôs most socially and economically successfully neighbourhoods, could provide 

enough land to begin addressing Londonôs housing crisis at a significant scale while allowing for the provision of 

the sort of homes that people want.  

 

That some of the least optimised pieces of land are largely in the ownership of local authorities or housing 

associations means that they have the potential to be regenerated and redeveloped in their entirety, while retaining 

and extending existing communities. We do not underestimate either the disruption or other challenges of de-

canting, however we believe that, given the acute nature of the current housing under-supply and problem of 

affordability, acceptable solutions could be found. Clearly gaining public and local political support for such a 

programme would be inherent to its success, and existing tenants and owners would need to be convinced from 

the outset that they would be treated fairly, and their stake in the project recognised. 

 

Our research is designed to ensure that, were this approach to regeneration to find support, it would make optimal 

use of land and provide the homes, neighbourhoods and business capacity that people want, optimising the use of 

our scarce land resource for future generations. 

 

We believe that the adoption of the Complete Streets approach set out in this paper could lead to the creation of 

several hundred thousand new homes on Brownfield sites ï as well as enhancing the lives of existing residents; 

building London community and commercial capacity in line with residential growth and regenerating surrounding 

areas.  On the basis of the broad-brush capacity analysis undertaken in this report, if this programme of 

regeneration were to be built out in the next decade, it would substantially alleviate Londonôs housing crisis - which 

is currently seeing new housing construction run at around half the level of annual need. It would also help to 

address the problem of affordability and could significantly add to Londonôs community and commercial capacity. 
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5. Londonôs Traditional Street Form 

5.1 The resilient role of streets  

 

The organisation called ó100 Resilient Citiesô defines resilience as: 

 

"the capacity of individuals, communities, institutions, businesses and systems within a city to survive, adapt, and 

grow no matter what kinds of chronic stresses and acute shocks they experience."
14

 

 

We argue that street-based urban fabric is more capable of change and adaptation than blocks of single use 

buildings in an open landscape. The fact that so many of Londonôs street patterns have endured for centuries is 

testament to this. 

 

Even though much of the economic and social activity that takes place on streets has changed unrecognisably and 

the city environment has developed exponentially, human beings in different parts of the world and through the 

ages, still exist, interact and behave on streets in similar ways. Street based environments are still the most sought 

after residential and business locations in the world, as much by those in the new technology industries of the 

digital age as those in traditional businesses like retailing and personal services. 

 

Illust. 6  Street for through the millennia 
 

  
 

a) Streets in: Mesopotamia Ur 

3,800BC. Human beings have 

organised their habitat in this way 

for millennia and across continents  
 

b) Via Domitia, Narbonne Fr., built 
118BC. The current streetscape 
still follows the same route - 2 
metres higher. 

 

 
 

c) Watling Street , built 180AD is still 
part of Londonôs streetscape  

  

                                                        
14

 www.100resilientcities.org 
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5.2 Street destruction and its consequences 

Close examination of LAHEs through our 6 examples at Appendix 3, has shown that the replacement of old streets 

with new estates was a response to post-war urban population decline and falling resident numbers as well as the 

modernist influence that pervaded the architecture of the time. This has since proved to be a deeply inappropriate 

response to housing inner city populations. It is not the object of this report to catalogue the shortcomings and 

unforeseen consequences of housing people in this way ï other than to reinforce the point that given the acute 

housing crisis that London is presently facing, this is an efficient and even irresponsible way to deploy such a 

significant element of the London land supply. 

 

The planners and architects of the 1960s could not have anticipated either the scale or velocity of Londonôs 

renaissance and growth.  However, in destroying a vital part of Londonôs street infrastructure, they impaired the 

ability of these parts of the city to adapt spontaneously to the subsequent change. Contrast this Londonôs 

conservation areas which could, and did, adapt accordingly.  Past local authority estate-building damaged the 

urban fabric by cutting off the street arteries and route capillaries of the city, creating enclaves divorced from the 

main city fabric. The regeneration of these estates would offer the opportunity to repair Londonôs urban fabric and 

to create environments that are capable of future-resilience.  We donôt pretend to know what the future holds for 

London and how the buildings on any new streets will be used, but if reconfigured, we suggest they offer a better 

chance of adapting and providing a valuable piece of city infrastructure for future centuries of change and 

challenge. 
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5.3  Why Complete Streets? 

This report does not set out to show that slavishly recreating the street pattern that existed prior to the building of a 

housing estate is the answer.  To approach regeneration in such a retrogressive fashion would not necessarily 

create the most valuable and valued outcomes and does not sufficiently increase urban capacity and housing 

numbers nor accommodate modern needs such as car parking and other servicing. 

 

What this report does show is that full óplace-potentialô is more likely to be achieved if mixed use and flexible new 

streets are created rather than blocks of single use buildings set in open space.  These new Complete Streets can 

be informed by the past but also need to take the most logical and desired routes to create a permeable and well-

connected urban network and services of a 21
st
 century standard. This can then be fully developed with a variety of 

flexible building forms, tenures and uses over the years, and should be able to robustly adapt to change in the 

future. 

  

A Complete Streets approach to regeneration is not about reproducing past architecture or certain period styles, 

but rather the creation an optimal city geography that best allows for the maximum number of human interactions 

and accommodation of buildings and habitations at a human scale. This form has adapted to the needs of the city 

accommodating inhabitants past and current due to its fundamental compatibility with human scale and behaviour, 

is likely to adapt to unknown futures yet to come. 

 

Illust.7 

 

 
 

a) Old streets with half basements and 

stairs that would not meet current 

building regulations 

 

 
 

b) Complete Streets new 4 storey homes built to a street grid. 
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5.4 The case for street-based intensification 

Unit numbers and gross development values do not tell the whole story as to the viability and benefit of a scheme. 

Sometimes (not always) new units can be significantly smaller than existing homes or of more limited types. More 

significantly perhaps, the new units may not be valued as highly as they might be by inhabitants and prospective 

inhabitants of a scheme. 

 

Where developers have to take established local prices and work within local market parameters with their 

regeneration schemes, the gross development value of a scheme is limited and, if there are insufficient new 

workspace, community and commercial premises created, the life chances of local residents can also be limited 

and the full regeneration benefit is foreclosed upon. 

 

We suggest that regeneration schemes which replace old and failing buildings with new and shiny buildings but 

which do nothing to create more urban, connected places fail to achieve their full place-potential. In a successful 

world city like London, the achievement of place potential can allow for a significantly more intense use of land than 

is currently realised on some local authority owned land, especially when it is close to transport links.  Because 

Complete Streets can provide more functions than just accommodating housing units and because of the urban 

infrastructure they provide, the Complete Streets approach significantly enhances opportunities for employment, 

enterprise generation and community uses alongside creating additional housing capacity.  In this way, the 

approach creates more flexible urban forms and, through re-establishing the qualities referred to by estate agents 

as ólocationô, can build potentially higher land and property value both within the site, and across the neighbouring 

areas over the medium to long term. 

 

Our model of calculating London place-potential suggests that, while managing to reduce the concentration of 

deprivation by creating more balanced communities, too many regeneration schemes risk failing to shift the 

inherent location value of a site significantly.  This will be especially apparent in future decades if regeneration 

schemes prove costly or difficult to maintain and run. The ónew-build premiumô can be particularly quickly eroded by 

high service charges, wear & tear and complex maintenance that is difficult to sustain.  

 

We propose that where a site has sufficient prominence and scale, it can re-establish new value norms in a 

location by effectively changing the nature of that location. Experience and a few rare examples of built good 

practice, show that re-knitting a site back into the wider urban grid and changing the nature of a location, especially 

those sites on good transport routes, can significantly shift towards higher value norms. 

 

In our six case studies
 
 (Appendix 3) of different sites across London we found that creating Complete Streets on 

old housing estates yielded more valuable neighbourhoods. By building a variety of unit types according to the 

suitability of the location, from apartments in mid-rise modern mansion blocks, through terraced street houses to 

small mews houses, a similar number of new homes could be created on a site to those created by Contemporary 

Regeneration schemes, however we have shown that the Complete Streets model often yields larger units of 

greater variety in a form more highly valued by residents.  This meant that final development values could be 

significantly higher than a conventional development approach could create. On this model, we suggest that the 

landowner and developer become óvalue creatorsô rather than óprice takersô, establishing a new set of locational 

values and level of market activity.  

 

We further propose that Complete Streets approach could yield 39% more floor area of commercial uses (shops, 

pubs, offices crèches, community uses etc.). In this way, the Complete Streets approach has the potential to 

increase on-site enterprise, community capacity and employment levels by a significant margin, and in particular if 

extrapolated across London. 
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Illust. 8 Old and new buildings of different densities and heights and mixed use within a Complete Streets 

framework support quality of life, local economy and place value. 
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6. Land and London Authority Housing Estates (LAHEs) 

6.1 Land in London 

Chart 4 shows how Londonôs 159,000 hectares of land is utilised by different building types and how this differs 

borough to borough. 

 

In most London boroughs, the highest proportions of all land are taken, not by buildings, but by green space and 

water, followed by domestic gardens and roads. By this measure, London is already very much a ógarden cityô, and 

possibly this is one of the reasons that it has become such a globally popular residential location. 

 

Chart 4: Londonôs land use by borough 

 
Source: National Land Use Survey  

 

It is notable, however, that the central London boroughs with the most built-on land (and the smallest domestic 

gardens) are also some of the most desirable neighbourhoods. Their desirability is composed of a number of 

factors including proximity to the centre, historic architectural legacy and urban form.   It must be noted that streets 

take on a greater importance in their proportionate land-take as generous óstreetscapeô counterbalances taller, 

more dense properties and accommodates parking on-street via controlled parking regimes.  This denser urban 

character is expectable within proximity of the central business area as part of a well-functioning urban transect
15

 . 

  

                                                        
15

   A transect is an analytical tool used by geographers and some urban designers that identifies different 
forms of habitat along a line cut from the centre of a city through its suburbs to its rural hinterland.  The 
transect helps to analyse the appropriate scale, density and form of a given location.  www.transect.org  
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Transect Diagram 

 

Illust.9 Rural ï Urban Transect, by kind permission of Duany, Plater & Zyberk/www.transect.org 

 
 

This analytical tool suggests that a high level of build coverage with more limited amounts of open space is not only 

acceptable but in fact this intensity of use underpins the amenity and mixed use quality of the inner urban suburbs; 

it could be argued that this level of amenity is also underpinned by intense infrastructure provision (particularly 

public transport), economic strength and (in general) social cohesion.  Given the very high level of market 

acceptability that can be demonstrated by these neighbourhoods, the question can legitimately be asked whether 

other areas of London could move towards this level of intensity without undermining quality of life? 

 

This could be particularly compelling where substantial infrastructure capacity is either in place or is planned to 

optimise the land use efficiency of sites benefitting from high levels of accessibility and economic potential. 

 

6.2 Local Authority Housing Estate density and land use 

Density can be measured by taking the gross land area or just the footprint of the buildings involved.  Comparing 

these densities using different measures is confusing and therefore we break down the different densities based on 

the land measured. 

 

Gross, all London housing density 

Londonôs total land covers 159,000 hectares and contains homes for 3.266 million households at an average 

density of 20 households per hectare. 

 

Domestic land housing density 

Of all Londonôs land, 66,200 ha (or 41%) is taken up by domestic buildings, domestic gardens and the hard 

standing, roads and paths that serve them (41% is green space and water). This land, which is specifically used for 

housing, therefore accommodates between 27 households per hectare (Bromley) to 180 households per hectare 

(Tower Hamlets) by this measure.  The average for Inner London boroughs (89 households per hectare) is higher 

than that of Outer London boroughs (37 households per hectare) and the average across London is 49 households 

per hectare. 

 

Social rented households are more common in Inner London, where they make up one third of all households 

(33%), than in Outer London where they make up just 18% of households.  Therefore the density of areas with 

social households and hence housing estates is higher than the London average.   
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Table 3: Average London Housing Densities 

Households per hectare 

 Inner London Outer London  All boroughs 

Gross Household density  

(all land) 
42 15 20 

Built land household density  

(built land only ï excluding open space & water) 
56 27 35 

Gross domestic land household density 

(domestic buildings and gardens and their share of hard 

standing, roads and paths) 

89 37 49 

 Net domestic land household density 

(domestic buildings and gardens only) 
128 46 63 

LAHEs Not estimated Not estimated 78 

Source: Census 2011, Neighbourhood Land Use Survey 

 

Housing estate density 

LAHE densities are best compared to Gross domestic land density because in the main, they do not include 

commercial buildings and other public uses but do include domestic buildings and associated infrastructure.  The 

density on the six housing estates studied ranges from 46 homes per hectare to 111 homes per hectare.  In order 

to measure the average for Londonôs housing estates as a whole, we gave each site a weighting based on the 

number of similar estates (estimated from the distribution of census output areas with 60% or more social renting 

households) and multiplied up the measures accordingly. Using this method, we found the average for all LAHEs in 

London to be around 78 homes per hectare, reflecting their higher concentration in inner London boroughs and 

appearing to be very much in line with London densities but not the high or super-high density enclaves they are 

often thought to be, given their predominance of towers and block apartments.  

 

6.3 Opportunity for LAHE intensification and regeneration  

By looking at the six examples of in detail we identify that housing estates in London could be redeveloped at 

higher densities and that these tracts of land fail to play their full part in servicing Londonôs broader ócivic capacityô 

with shops, employment and business space and community uses.   

 

The optimal density and form at which these sites could be reconfigured, varies greatly from site to site and 

depends on a wide variety of characteristics as has been set out above, but it would appear that there might be 

capacity for creating more housing and commercial/civic capacity on this type of local authority land, if the social, 

economic and environmental impacts can be properly managed. 
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6.4 What is the full LAHE regeneration capacity? 

Savills estimate that around 8,500 hectares of land contain Londonôs 660,000 households that occupy Local 

Authority Housing Estates (LAHEs) (This could be as few as 7,000 hectares or as many as 12,000). Had these 

estates been built in the past using the Complete Streets model proposed here, an additional 480,000 households 

could have been housed on them. If housing estates are renewed in future, a larger number of housing units could 

be provided on them using either a contemporary apartment block scheme or an intense, urbanised scheme but 

more are likely to be delivered if the ócomplete streetsô method of regeneration is used because more value is 

generated and build costs are lower. 

 

We estimate that approximately 1,750 hectares of Londonôs 8,500 hectares of LAHEs might be capable of this type 

of regeneration with the potential to provide somewhere between 190,000 ï 500,000 homes on Complete Streets, 

representing an increase over the number of existing homes of between 54,000 and 360,000. 

 

 
Table 4: Housing densities found on 6 case study sites 

Housing units per hectare 
   

 Existing Estates 
Regenerated housing 
estates Contemporary 
Regeneration 

Regenerated housing 
estates Complete Streets 

LAHEs 78 130 135 

Source: Savills Research 

 

6.5 Regeneration densities 

This study examined two different ways of regenerating each of the six LAHE in our sample. First, Contemporary 

Regeneration methods were applied to replace housing on the estate with new mid-rise and high rise apartment 

blocks in landscaped grounds. Second, new versions of traditional streetscapes were applied with a consciously 

greater mix of building uses and a greater variety of housing types on them at low-rise and mid-rise, with retention 

of a single tower as an option in the most central area to the Complete Streets model. 

 

We were interested to see how this affected the number of buildings capable of being accommodated on the same 

amount of land and also whether and how this might lead to increased numbers of housing units on an estate. 

Regeneration schemes would be impossible to finance let alone justify if they do not add to overall housing 

numbers. 

 

On average, Contemporary Regeneration methods created 130 homes per hectare while Complete Streets yielded 

135 units per hectare. In both cases this is an increase of over 50%.  

 

There were very wide variations of density across our sample sites. One Contemporary Regeneration scheme 

yielded relatively low densities of 64 units per hectare which was increased by redeveloping on a Complete Streets 

pattern. Another more centrally located Contemporary Regeneration scheme yielded 305 units per hectare.  This 

was not matched by the Complete Streets scheme on the same site, although density was more than doubled by 

this method and new employment space generated. By retaining the towers and building a complete street pattern 

around them the density was increased by nearly one and a half times.  The retention and refurbishment of existing 

towers on this scheme can boost densities but, it is worth noting that it is not always possible to retain and refurbish 

old towers because of the sub-optimal positioning of old blocks in the new streetscape, and in addition, in some 

cases, retaining towers may not be considered desirable by the local community. 
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There is not therefore a clear-cut case for preferring either Contemporary Regeneration or Complete Streets on the 

grounds of density/unit numbers alone especially in very central locations. Other factors, first and foremost the 

popularity of the complete streets form among residents and the local community, the adaptability of the form, 

ongoing running costs, appropriateness for conservation areas, deliverability and commercial viability all come into 

play when evaluating options. Considerations of longer-term economic, social and environmental sustainability, 

which go beyond technical rules (building regulation) or individual planning guidance, need to be thought through 

and guidance may be needed to be put in place
16

 on the evaluation of options at a strategic policy level. 

 

  

                                                        
16

 See for example, reference to the óTests of Smart Growthô highlighted at p 42 below proposed in a BRE 
paper. 
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6.6 The question of open space 

It is also worth noting at this stage that a key factor in delivering high density, street-based urban form comes at the 

price of large quantities of public (although often amorphous) óopen spaceô. Large areas on LAHEs of, what is, in 

practice, often low-quality grassland landscape is replaced either by private gardens, well-defined or useable 

communal gardens and public squares, as well as tree lined streets, in the case of the Complete Streets model. In 

the case of Contemporary Regeneration, larger swathes of publically accessible parkland tend to be created, often 

beautifully landscaped.  In some cases, adequate provision is made for the maintenance and upkeep of the open 

space ï although this can mean particularly high service charges for residents.  In other cases, little or no clear 

provision is made for future running costs, particularly after the developer who created them has departed, and 

there may be questions left around who is responsible or how the local authority will maintain open space to the 

necessary high standard if public resources are limited. In these cases we consider there is a real risk that open 

space on the new estates will cease to be an asset and revert to being the under-used, and unloved drain on 

residentsô resources. 

 

Illust.10  Well landscaped Contemporary Regeneration  

 
 

There is evidence
17

 that smaller, better managed green spaces are more highly valued than larger, ill managed and 

sometimes dangerous, open spaces. Indeed, poorly managed green space can devalue the surrounding 

neighbourhood in a variety of ways, including financially.  At the same time current public green space standards 

virtually preclude the ability to provide substantial private gardens ï which in some cases would be preferred by 

residents.
18

 

 

This is a complex dynamic and debate that needs to be well aired before the policy changes and compromises 

needed to create Complete Streets could be made. It is for this reason again that the involvement and engagement 

of the community is key ï once a minimum density and other financial parameters have been set, (that allow for a 

variety of options), it should be down to local people, who have to bear the final burden of the choice, to decide 

how exactly the final decision is made.  Hard and fast rules around the principal of reducing óopen spaceô, no matter 

the quality, would be a barrier to residents being able to make these free choices as part of the design process. 

 

  

                                                        
17

 CABE óDoes Money Grow on Trees?ô report 2005 
18

 See Crown Street case study at p 23 above, where residents have much valued private and communal 
garden access. 
























































































































































