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26 June 2020 

Dear Charlotte Glancy, 

 

Westminster City Plan 2019 – 2040 Examination in Public. Respondent No 094 

Regarding Matters 4 and 5 

 

Thank you for allowing Landsec the opportunity to participate in the Examination in Public for the 

Westminster City Plan 2019 – 2014 (the Plan), regarding Matters 4: Policies 9 and 10 regarding 

Affordable Housing; and Matter 5: policies 14 and 15 regarding jobs and retail.  

 

Landsec is a FTSE 100 company and one of the largest Real Estate Investment Trust (REIT) in the UK.  

Within Westminster alone we make a £4.3bn annual contribution to the City’s economy through buying, 

selling and managing commercial property. Our development spending in Westminster over the past 

decade totals £1.3bn and has contributed over £26m in section 106 and CiL payments and created over 

12,600 full time year-long construction jobs. Some of our most successful schemes have been in 

Westminster including Nova, Victoria and we currently have three sites under construction in 

Westminster: Nova East, Victoria; Lucent, Piccadilly and Portland House, Victoria. These schemes alone 

represent a further total investment of c£790m and will deliver 710,000 sq ft of commercial floorspace.  

 

We are firmly embedded into the Westminster City Community, with established partnerships with local 

charities including The Passage, Cardinal Hume Centre, Caxton Youth Organisation, Bounce Back and 

the Young Westminster Foundation. During the current Covid-19 crisis we have provided emergency 

grants for these organisations to support their work with ex-offenders, homeless and vulnerable people 

during the current pandemic. We also have longstanding relationships with local schools including 

Pimlico Academy, Westminster City School and the Sir Simon Milton Westminster UTC running a range 

of programmes, which aim to increase diversity within our industry and the wider business community. 

 

 

General Summary 
 

As well as being home to c 250,000 people, Westminster is a driving force of the UK and London 

economy, providing £53.6bn GVA in 2015 alone (3.2% of that of the UK, and 14.2% of London’s total). 

The Plan therefore needs to strike a careful balance between meeting the needs of its residents whilst 

also maintaining its important role in supporting London and the UK’s economy.  
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The Plan has many laudable objectives which we support, such as increased delivery of homes, 

increased jobs, greener travel, supporting the evolution of the high street and carbon reduction.  We are 

however concerned that some of the policies proposed could unintentionally undermine the City’s ability 

to achieve these objectives by reducing the amount of development that comes forward.  We want a Plan 

that stimulates residential and commercial development to provide the homes, jobs and affordable 

housing that Westminster needs; whilst also making best use of the available development capacity 

within the City. 

 

 

Matter 4: Housing  

 

Policy 9: Affordable Housing:  

 

Q25) How has viability been taken into account in formulating the policy and how would the viability of 

schemes be taken into account? 

We are concerned about the viability testing that has been undertaken, particularly in relation to its 

impact on commercial developments, as described below in relation to Policy 10. 

 

Q26) Is the policy justified in terms of the approach to on-site and off-site provision and payments in lieu? 

Is there sufficient flexibility? Is their sufficient clarity as to how the policy will be implemented in practice, 

particularly in terms of the calculation of the payments in lieu? 

 

We recognise the need to deliver more affordable housing in Westminster and support the overall target 

of 35% of new homes being affordable.  We welcome the recognition that affordable housing could be 

delivered off-site but believe the Council should be more flexible than permitting it only in “exceptional 

circumstances”.  We believe the objective should be to realise the maximum number of homes of the 

highest quality and would encourage Policy to prioritise that ahead of affordable housing being provided 

on-site.   

 

In the context of providing more affordable housing as early as possible, we also believe the Plan should 

be amended to support Affordable Housing Credits (AH Credits).   Para 9.13 of the Plan recognises the 

principle that “affordable housing developments completed prior to an application for market housing by 

public, charitable, and non-profit organisations may count towards meeting future affordable housing 

requirements”.  The Schedule of Proposed Minor Modifications also included as an amendment to Para 

10.9 the provision of “Land Use Swaps” as an acceptable mechanism for achieving an improved 

outcome. We see AH Credits is an extension to these principles to deliver more affordable housing in 

Westminster. 

 

Landsec has, in conjunction with the City Council, pioneered early delivery of affordable housing through 

the credits systems (more details below).  We believe this offers a more practical and deliverable way for 

developers to deal with off-site affordable provision and would have the added benefit of affordable 

housing being delivered earlier.  Allowing applicants to deliver affordable housing up front and to draw 

down credits as commercial or residential schemes are brought forward would avoid the complexity of 

trying to line up two developments to occur at the same time which can  delay affordable housing.   

 

Landsec have already done this successfully in Westminster with a scheme called Wilton Plaza (WP). 

WP delivered 74 affordable housing units, 68 of which were granted the status of an Affordable Housing 

Credit and were completed in May 2009.  25 units were allocated to our Wellington House development 
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that completed in October 2012, and the remaining 43 were allocated in 2014 to Arundel Great Court (a 

scheme that is still yet to be fully constructed).  Compared to the normal process for delivering affordable 

housing, the credit mechanism enabled 25 units to be delivered 3.5 years early and arguably the 

remaining 43 would still not yet have been delivered. 

 

We would urge the Council therefore to acknowledge support for Affordable Housing Credit proposals in 

Policy 9. 

 

Policy 10: Affordable Contributions in the CAZ:   

 

(31) How would the policy affect commercial growth?  

(32) What is the basis for the percentage contributions and floorspace thresholds 

 

We are concerned that Policy 10 would render most commercial development unviable and undermine 

some of the primary objectives of the plan, particularly enabling employment growth.  We understand that 

the City Council is seeking to simplify the mixed-use policy by removing the requirement for private 

housing.  However, in seeking to do this much of the sensible parameters contained in the existing policy 

are being swept away and we will end up with something worse that will not encourage commercial 

development.   

 

This principle concern regards the almost three-fold increase in the requirement for commercial 

development to deliver 35% affordable housing (compared to 12.5% at present). We are concerned that 

this requirement is too high and not viable.  The effect on deliverability is compounded by the fact that, 

the current mixed-use policy offers a 30% threshold before mixed use requirements apply in Core CAZ 

and Opportunity Areas and discretion as to how the requirement can be dealt with.   

 

Policy 10 does include some floorspace thresholds, which is helpful, but these are based on the 

minimum lot size that would be attractive to a Registered Provider (RP) rather than viability. The cliff 

edge approach will also likely lead to sub-optimal outcomes as proposals will be based on working within 

these thresholds, rather than a site’s floorspace capacity.   

 

Q33) How was viability been taken into account in formulating the policy and is the evidence on viability 

sufficiently comprehensive and robust? 

 

The danger of all the above is that this will prevent Windfall Sites from coming forward during the plan 

period leading to a lack of new Grade A office space coming forward in the City.  This situation would be 

compounded by the fact that the affordable housing the City Council hopes to obtain through commercial 

development would also be not be forthcoming. 

 

For example: if we were to theoretically apply draft Policy 10 to one of our office developments in 

Westminster that is providing nearly an 11,000 sq m GIA uplift in office floorspace, it would result in a 

requirement to deliver 3,780 sq m of Affordable Housing. Using the Core Zone PiL of £12,450 per sq m 

contained within the BNP Paribas Viability Report this would equate to an additional financial payment of 

£47m. This broadly equates to of 30% of the forecast Total Development Cost and would therefore have 

wiped out all the forecast development profit and rendered the scheme unviable. 
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This acts as a demonstration of how the policy as currently drafted would hinder the housing and 

employment floorspace targets in the Plan and also, within the context of Good Growth, jeopardise 

economic benefit (such as jobs) arising from such a scheme.  

 

We are concerned that the area-wide financial viability assessment is not sufficiently robust to support 

the conclusions that have been reached within it, having regard to the requirements of the NPPF 

paragraphs 34 and 57.   The typologies selected within the FVA do not reflect the diversity of 

development in Westminster. The limited supporting evidence provided does not adequately reflect the 

range of costs and values across Westminster’s various submarkets. The analysis of commercial 

schemes is very limited and does not consider submarket dynamics or include sensitivity testing.  

 

Q35) Is the Policy justified in terms of the approach to on-site and off-site provision and payments in lieu? 

Is their sufficient flexibility? Is there sufficient clarity? 

 

In summary we do not think the policy is justified, nor is it sufficiently flexible and clear as currently 

drafted.  For example, we assume the ability to meet any AH obligation by way of PiL under Policy 9 also 

applies to Policy 10.  Whilst this seems to be the intent, as evidenced by para 10.10, it would be helpful 

for Policy 10 to be amended to avoid any doubt.   

 

More importantly the Plan is also not clear on the level of PiL that will be applied. Paras 9.14 and 10.10 

state this is to be set at a level equivalent to actual delivery and set out in Planning Obligations and 

Affordable Housing Supplementary Planning Document.  However, that document is not included in the 

supporting evidence to the Plan.  The draft SPG from August 2015 sets out the existing equation used for 

calculating the PiL which we understand currently equates to c£4,050 per sq m.  The BNP Viability 

Review document however refers to significantly larger numbers (£8,100 - £18,500 per sq m). In the 

context of commercial schemes this level of contribution would have a very material negative impact on 

scheme viability (as demonstrated by our example above).   

 

Notwithstanding the above concerns, we welcome the recognition within Policy 10 that AH could be both 

provided off-site (if on-site is demonstrably impractical or unviable) and delivered outside of the vicinity 

but within the CAZ if it meets certain criteria. As stated previously, we believe the priority should be 

achieving unit numbers and quality of accommodation, ahead of on-site and vicinity tests. In the context 

of amenity tests and compared to other more residential locations in the City, the suitability of many office 

schemes for affordable housing could be questionable.  

 

(36) – Are the proposed modifications necessary for soundness?  Are any other modifications 

necessary? 

 

Considering all the above, we request that further modifications are made to Policy 10 along the lines 

proposed below: 

 

1. Retain the existing 30% minimum uplift threshold before applying the policy 

2. Retain the existing 12.5% affordable housing requirement; perhaps with some stepped increases 

based on size of scheme and viability evidence. 

3. Recognise that affordable housing could be provided either on or off-site (including Affordable 

Credits) if it provides more affordable housing and of a higher quality than would have been the 

case on-site; and contributes to mixed, inclusive and cohesive communities  

4. Confirm that a PiL may be appropriate if all other options are not suitable. 
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Matter 5: Economy and Employment  

 

Policy 14 – Supporting economic growth.  

 

Q1) What is the evidence in relation to future jobs growth and the need for employment floorspace and 

does the policy reflect this? 

 

We support the Plan’s intent to provide at least 63,000 new jobs during the plan period. Para 14.2 

estimates that this would equate to an additional 445,000 sq m of additional office floorspace.  This 

however is significantly below the numbers forecast in Arup’s “West End Good Growth” report from 

November 2018, that was prepared on behalf of the GLA and Westminster City Council.  That report 

concluded that to achieve good growth in the West End (defined as the West End taking maximum 

advantage of public transport capacity, maintaining a rich mix of uses and occupiers, and 

accommodating a diverse community of residents) requires an additional 1.3m sq m of office floorspace 

in the West End alone (excluding the Victoria and Paddington Opportunity Areas which are inherent in 

Westminster’s figure of 445,000 sq m).  The report also explains that since 2000, WCC has seen an 

increase of 28% in employment despite a fall of 1.6% in office floorspace and therefore "the ability of the 

existing space to absorb further employment growth may be limited". Further highlighting the need to 

Plan for more new build floorspace, and not to rely on existing stock (which given the age of properties 

and changing working requirements will increasingly become threatened by obsolescence). 

 

We therefore recommend that the Plan revise upwards the job and employment floorspace targets in 

accordance with the conclusions from the GLA/WCC/Arup report. 

 

Policy 15, Town Centres, High Streets and the CAZ  

 

Q10) Is the approach to the protection of A1 uses and the introduction of other users justified and 

sufficiently flexible? 

 

We support the thrust of the Plan to support the evolution of the high street to ensure it can compete with 

online retail.  However, the Plan would appear to be out of step with the flexibility and permitted 

development rights being proposed at the National planning level. This is even more relevant now with 

the impact of Covid-19 accelerating pre-existing trends in retail and causing significant harm to many 

retailers and our high streets.   Landsec has recently published research into this area and hosted 

roundtable discussions with LPAs and industry experts to help navigate a way forward that reimagines 

and reinvigorates our high streets (see enclosed  “Reimagining Empty Retail Space: transforming UK 

towns and cities for future communities”).  We would therefore encourage the City Council to adopt the 

increasingly flexible approach promoted by Government in this area such as clearly recognising in the 

Plan the expansion of permitted development rights to include A1, A2 and A5 uses changing to up to 500 

m2 of B1 offices without prior approval of the LPA of certain planning aspects.   

 

We are also concerned by Policy 15D that requires 18-month marketing period for change of use of A1.  

Retail is changing irreversibly due to shifting customer behaviours, accelerated by the Covid-19 

pandemic, and many retailers are going into administration and closing shops.  Requiring an 18-month 

marketing period is too onerous, could lead to unnecessarily vacant units and will hold back efforts to 

reinvigorate and reimagine our high streets. We believe a case by case basis for justification for the 
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change of use of an A1 retail unit should be adopted or at the very least the marketing period should be 

reduced to 6 months. 

 

Para 15.7 is helpful in recognising the changes ongoing in retail and the need to provide scope for 

innovation and diversification. All our research and expertise in this area points to there being enough 

flexibility and tools within the planning system for LPAs to work in effective partnership with landlords and 

developers to reinvigorate our high streets and historic retail led locations.   We believe it would therefore 

be helpful if policy 14 was drafted to better reflect this intent.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Landsec was founded 75 years ago and we have been developing and investing in Westminster ever 

since.  It is a great City and the Council has done a great job in balancing its many competing demands, 

from residents, businesses and tourists.  These representations are made with the intent of helping the 

Council to deliver the additional homes, affordable homes and employment space that is required to 

maintain its diverse and culturally rich residential and business community. 

 

We look forward to further participating in the Examination in Pubic process.  

 

 

 

 




