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London Borough of Tower Hamlets 
 
Tall Buildings Evidence Base (2016) 
 

 
 

1. Introduction 
 

Context 
 
This report provides an evidence base for formulating Local Plan policy on large and tall 
buildings in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets. It reviews relevant planning policy 
and aspires to consider large development from the perspective of achieving sustainable 
development which includes sustainable transport and access to social infrastructure on 
top of core principles relating to the impacts of tall buildings, such as the effect on our 
historic environment, local area character and microclimate. 
 
The current London Plan identifies tall buildings as those that are substantially taller than 
their surroundings, cause a significant change to the skyline or are larger than the 
threshold sizes set for the referral of planning applications to the Mayor. The London 
Borough of Tower Hamlets adopted Core Strategy uses a similar definition. 
 
Over the past few years, the number of planning applications for tall buildings has 
significantly increased. Where in the past most tall buildings were for office use, now we 
are seeing mostly residential towers and where tall buildings were once limited to Canary 
Wharf and to a lesser extent the Preferred Office Location of Aldgate, applications are 
now being submitted throughout the Borough. 
 
The Mayor of Tower Hamlets, Councillors and our community have expressed concern 
the development industry is increasingly seeing much of the Borough as an opportunity 
for tall buildings. This is resulting in applications being received for developments that 
the Council considers are inappropriate for their local context and as such fail to satisfy 
the planning policy requirements of the adopted Local Development Framework. 
 
The current London Plan encourages closer integration of transport and development by 
improving capacity of public transport in areas of greatest demand and by supporting 
development that generates high levels of trips at locations with high levels of public 
transport accessibility and/ or capacity, either current or committed. In the context of 
Tower Hamlets where there are already significant capacity constraints on both public 
transport and highway networks, this is more difficult to plan for so a highly developed 
approach to managing the location of large and tall buildings is needed because of the 
significant amount of movement generated by large new development, particularly in the 
morning and evening peak periods. 
 
Likewise the current London Plan Social Infrastructure SPG highlights the importance of 
providing the necessary social infrastructure to support the forecast rise in population, 
particularly in areas that are subject to significant ongoing change such as Opportunity 
and Intensification Areas and large residential development. As a result the Borough is 
updating its Infrastructure Delivery Plan and developing its Site Allocation requirements. 
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Study Aims 
 
The key objectives of this tall buildings evidence base are to: 
 

� Identify the issues with the current policy approach and provide supporting 
evidence for a new tall buildings policy 

� Consider the wider policy implications of the new approach 
� Identify appropriate areas for tall buildings 
� Highlight areas that are sensitive to or inappropriate for tall buildings 

 
Stages of the Study 
 
The study comprises two main stages of work: 
 

� Stage 1 – establishment of an appropriate methodology for the study and a 
review of the current tall buildings policy including the success of its 
implementation in practice 

� Stage 2 – assessment and review of available data sources to establish an 
evidence base to underpin the formulation of new policy and identification of 
areas suitable for tall buildings 

 
This Report 

 
This report focuses upon the first stage of the study. The second stage of this report will 
be developed as an ongoing evidence base which will receive updates and review as 
further data sources are identified and integrated as supporting evidence. 
 
 

2. Policy Review 
 

Introduction 
 
This section itemises the key policy themes from key policy documents and will be used 
to inform the review of current policy implementation. 
 
National Policy and Guidance: 
 

� National Planning Policy Framework (2012) 
� Historic England Advice Note 4 Tall Buildings (2015) 

 
Regional Policy and Guidance: 
 

� The London Plan (2016) 
� The London Plan Housing SPG (2016) 
� The London Plan Central Activities Zone SPG (2016) 
� The London Plan Social Infrastructure SPG (2015) 
� The London Plan View Management Framework SPG (2012) 
� The City Fringe/ Tech City OAPF (2015) 
� The City Fringe OAPF Transport Review (2014) 
� The Lower Lea Valley OAPF SPG (2007) 
� The Isle of Dogs OAPF (currently work in progress) 
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Local Policy, Guidance and Research: 
 

� Core Strategy (2010) 
� Managing Development Document (2013) 
� LBTH Strategic Transport Assessment (2016) 
� South Quay Masterplan SPD (2015) 
� Whitechapel Vision Masterplan SPD (2013) 
� Urban Structure and Characterisation Study (2009) 
� Infrastructure Delivery Plan (update - currently work in progress) 
� Fish Island Area Action Plan (2012)  
� Bromley-by-Bow Masterplan (2012) 
� Mayor of Tower Hamlets Planning Policy Explanatory Note (2016) 
� London Legacy Development Corporation Local Plan (2015) 

 
Key Policy Themes  
 
National Planning Policy Framework: 
 
The NPPF sets out the Government’s planning policies for England and how they are 
expected to be applied. It provides policy on achieving sustainable development 
including sustainable transport and access to social infrastructure for large 
developments, which is often applicable to tall building developments: 

 
30. Encouragement should be given to solutions which support reductions in 
greenhouse gas emissions and reduce congestion. In preparing Local Plans, local 
planning authorities should therefore support a pattern of development which, where 
reasonable to do so, facilitates the use of sustainable modes of transport. 

 
32. All developments that generate significant amounts of movement should be 
supported by a Transport Statement or Transport Assessment. Plans and decisions 
should take account of whether: 
 

� the opportunities for sustainable transport modes have been taken up 
depending on the nature and location of the site, to reduce the need for major 
transport infrastructure; 

� safe and suitable access to the site can be achieved for all people; and 
� improvements can be undertaken within the transport network that cost 

effectively limit the significant impacts of the development. Development 
should only be prevented or refused on transport grounds where the residual 
cumulative impacts of development are severe. 

 
34. Plans and decisions should ensure developments that generate significant 
movement are located where the need to travel will be minimised and the use of 
sustainable transport modes can be maximised. However this needs to take account 
of policies set out elsewhere in this Framework. 
 
38. For larger scale residential developments in particular, planning policies should 
promote a mix of uses in order to provide opportunities to undertake day-to-day 
activities including work on site. Where practical, particularly within large-scale 
developments, key facilities such as primary schools and local shops should be 
located within walking distance of most properties. 
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The London Plan: 
 

The London Plan is the statutory spatial development strategy for the Greater London 
area and provides strategic level policy on sustainable development and other matters of 
strategic importance. 
 
Policy 7.7 Location and design of tall and large buildings 
 
The London Plan supports a plan-led approach to identifying appropriate locations for tall 
and large buildings, and conversely ruling out locations that are inappropriate or 
sensitive. The policy states tall and large buildings should not have an unacceptably 
harmful impact on their surroundings. 
 
With regard to planning decisions, tall and large buildings should generally be limited to 
sites in the Central Activities Zone, opportunity areas, areas of intensification or town 
centres that have good access to public transport. The impact of tall buildings proposed 
in sensitive locations should be given particular consideration. 
 
Policy 3.4 Optimising housing potential 
 
The strategic London Plan policy direction is to account for local context and character; 
design principles and public transport capacity along with optimising housing output for 
different types of location within a relevant density range. As the ranges are broad it 
allows other factors to be considered such as social infrastructure, open space and play. 
Exceptional circumstances where densities above the relevant density range may be 
justified are detailed in the Housing SPG. The policy recommends smaller households 
should be focused on areas with good public transport accessibility and lower density 
development is most appropriate for family housing. Where transport assessments other 
than PTALs can reasonably demonstrate that a site has either good existing or planned 
public transport connectivity and capacity, the density of a scheme may be at the higher 
end of the appropriate density range. Conversely, where connectivity and capacity are 
limited, density should be at the lower end of the appropriate range. 
 
Policy 6.1 Strategic approach (integrating transport and development) 

 
The London Plan encourages closer integration of transport and development by 
improving capacity of public transport in areas of greatest demand and by supporting 
development that generates high levels of trips at locations with high levels of public 
transport accessibility and/ or capacity, either currently or via committed, funded 
improvements. 
 
Policy 6.3 Assessing effects of development on transport capacity 
 
With regard to planning decisions, The London Plan states development proposals 
should ensure that impacts on transport capacity and the transport network, at both a 
corridor and local level, are fully assessed and where existing transport capacity is 
insufficient to allow for the travel generated by proposed developments, and no firm 
plans exist for an increase in capacity to cater for this, boroughs should ensure that 
development proposals are phased until it is known these requirements can be met, 
otherwise they may be refused. The cumulative impacts of development on transport 
requirements must be taken into account. 
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In practical terms, this means ensuring that new developments that will give rise to 
significant numbers of new trips should be located either where there is already good 
public transport accessibility with capacity adequate to support the additional demand or 
where there is a realistic prospect of additional accessibility or capacity being provided in 
time to meet the new demand. 
 
Policy 7.4 Local Character 
 
The London Plan places particular importance on ensuring new development is designed 
well and takes into account local context and character in this process. The strategic 
policy objective is that development should have regard to the form, function and 
structure of an area, place or street and the scale, mass and orientation of surrounding 
buildings. In areas of poor or ill-defined character, it should build on the positive 
elements that can contribute to establishing a stronger character. 
 
Policy 7.11 London View Management Framework 

 
The London Plan’s strategic policy objective is to identify and monitor a number of 
important views that are seen from publicly accessible locations which include views to 
significant buildings or urban landscapes that represent panoramas; views with 
townscape interest; wider views toward the River Thames. Within these views, 
strategically important landmarks that provide a positive contribution to the image of 
London will be protected through designation of landmark viewing corridors. 
Supplementary planning guidance on the management of the designated views has 
been prepared and adopted. 
 
The London Plan Housing SPG: 
 
Guidance within the SPG recommends Boroughs examine the potential to increase 
densities at the top of the London Plan density matrix on specific sites, particularly in 
opportunity and intensification areas, town centres and other locations where there is 
good public transport accessibility, taking into account local context, infrastructure 
capacity and viability. Anticipated uplifts in PTALs may inform the consideration of a 
wider mix of land uses in an area, including scope for higher density residential led 
mixed use redevelopment. 
 
According to the SPG one of the key themes of the London Plan is the recognition that 
while the best use should be made of development opportunities, proper account must 
be taken of the range of factors which have to be addressed to optimise rather than 
simply maximise housing potential. Optimisation can be defined as developing land to 
the fullest amount consistent with all relevant planning objectives. 
 
The Housing SPG also recommends use of the tool WebCAT which provides a base 
year PTAL and forecast PTAL values for 2021 and 2031 which should be taken into 
account for planning decisions on major sites. 
 
Opportunity Areas 
 
Guidance within the Housing SPG highlights how development in Opportunity Areas is 
expected to be a significant driver of overall housing delivery in London (approximately 
57% of London’s housing capacity on large sites is expected to come from Opportunity 
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Areas). Development in Opportunity Areas should realise scope for intensification 
associated with existing or proposed improvements in public transport accessibility. 
 
The London Plan Central Activities Zone SPG: 
 
This guidance acknowledged that much of the CAZ is sensitive to tall building 
development. It also advocates a plan-led approach of identifying areas that are 
appropriate, sensitive, or inappropriate for tall buildings, consistent with other planning 
policy relevant to large and tall building development. 

 
 
3. Current Policy Implementation 

 
Current Policy Approach  
 
The current policy approach, as set out in the Borough’s Core Strategy, is for the 
promotion of a hierarchy of interconnected town centres that offer a strong mix of uses, 
while acknowledging each town centre has distinct characteristics, role and function. 
However not all town centres are appropriate locations for tall buildings. Existing 
constraints such as heritage assets or the historic scale of development may preclude 
this. Areas outside of town centres are encouraged to be primarily residential or 
supporting uses which require lower levels of accessibility and connectivity. 
 
This follows a town centre hierarchy which consists of: 
 
Central Activities Zone – which applies the London Plan policy on CAZ and includes 
London’s Central Activities Zone (including Aldgate and the City Fringe) and, where 
relevant, the North of the Isle of Dogs (Canary Wharf, Blackwall and South Quay). 
 
Tower Hamlets Activity Areas – these provide transitional areas that are complementary, 
yet different, to the distinct designations of the CAZ and Canary Wharf major town 
centre. 
 
Major Centres – i.e. Canary Wharf which is an important major centre in the borough. 
 
District Centres – contain a wide range of shops and services including Whitechapel, 
Bethnal Green, Roman Road (East and West), Watney Market, Chrisp Street, 
Crossharbour, Brick Lane and Bromley-by-Bow. 
 
Neighbourhood Centres – offer a range of essential shops and services for local 
catchment areas. They are too numerous to list here but are detailed in the Core 
Strategy. The currently policy approach generally rules out support for tall buildings in 
neighbourhood centres. 
 
Tall building locations for economic clusters of large floor plate offices comprise Aldgate 
and Canary Wharf. Both locations are identified as they are part of an existing economic 
cluster responding to the existing built character, they have a large floor plate office 
building typology and they are in areas of high accessibility. All tall buildings including 
those outside of the identified locations are assessed against criteria set out in the 
Development Management DPD. 
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The Borough’s Managing Development Document (MDD) has a building height policy 
which aims to limit tall buildings to the two tall buildings locations mentioned in the Core 
Strategy. Policy DM26 Building heights also considers building heights in accordance 
with the town centre hierarchy (as illustrated and discussed below) and the following 
criteria which must be satisfied: 
 

� Be of a height and scale that is proportionate to its location within the town centre 
hierarchy and sensitive to the context of its surroundings 

� Within the Tower Hamlets Activity Area, development will be required to 
demonstrate how it responds to the difference in scale of buildings between the 
CAZ/ Canary Wharf Major Centre and the surrounding residential areas 

� Achieve high architectural quality and innovation in the design of the building, 
including a demonstrated consideration of its scale, form, massing, footprint, 
proportion and silhouette, facing materials, relationship to other buildings and 
structures, the street network, public and private open spaces, watercourses and 
waterbodies, or other townscape elements 

� Provide a positive contribution to the skyline, when perceived from all angles 
during both the day and night, assisting to consolidate clusters within the skyline 

� Not adversely impact on heritage assets or strategic and local views, including 
their settings and backdrops 

� Present a human scale of development at the street level 
� Where residential uses are proposed, include high quality and useable private 

and communal amenity space and ensure an innovative approach to the 
provision of open space 

� Not adversely impact on the microclimate of the surrounding area, including the 
proposal site and public spaces 

� Not adversely impact on biodiversity or open spaces, including watercourse and 
waterbodies and their hydrology, as well as their settings and views to and from 
them 

� Provide positive social and economic benefits and contribute to socially balanced 
and inclusive communities 

� Comply with Civil Aviation requirements and not interfere, to an unacceptable 
degree, with telecommunication, television and radio transmission networks 

� Demonstrate consideration of public safety requirements as part of the overall 
design, including the provision of evacuation routes 
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The MDD also has policies that support a sustainable transport network with priority 
given to locating development depending on its type and scale, with developments 
generating a higher number of trips located in town centres and/ or other areas well 
served by public transport. 
 
Issues with the Current Policy 
 
This section identifies issues with current tall buildings policy. From the results of 
previous planning applications for tall buildings it has become clear that the current 
policy does not completely deliver the anticipated outcome: 
 

� More than a dozen tall buildings were approved by LBTH officers in areas where 
there was no support from the Local Plan (policy DM26 and based on the town 
centre hierarchy) 

� Eleven tall building applications were approved against officer recommendations 
� Officers have indicated that numerous inappropriate tall buildings were proposed 

that they found hard to refuse with the current policy. These include proposals in 
unsuitable areas which have been withdrawn but may be resubmitted in an 
amended form 

 
Since the adoption of the Core Strategy in 2010 a number of tall buildings have been 
approved outside of areas with policy support. This has happened due to a combination 
of factors including approvals from the GLA and the Planning Inspectorate which 
overruled the decision of the local planning authority and allowed tall buildings in 
locations where officers recommended refusal of the proposals. 
 
These approved schemes present a number of potential problems, not least the lack of 
policy support to prevent similar cases and the continuation of further precedent. In the 
case of large and tall building applications that were allowed on appeal, LBTH officers 
have cited: 
 

‘…over-development of this restricted site, resulting in a built form of excessive scale, 
bulk and inappropriate design, leading to an overbearing form of development and an 
unacceptable loss of daylight, outlook and increased enclosure…’ 
 
‘…height, scale, bulk, design and elevational treatment represents an inappropriate 
form of development and fails to preserve or enhance the character, appearance and 
setting of the Tower of London World Heritage Site, the Tower Conservation Area 
and surrounding conservation areas, adjacent listed buildings and the adjacent 
Scheduled Ancient Monument…’ 
 

For the instances where the Planning Inspectorate has permitted developments, a 
number of reasons have been cited. Nearby tall buildings were used as precedents for 
allowing tall buildings of a certain height, regardless of the impact on views and 
character of the surrounding area, including conservation areas. Even where the 
negative impact of existing tall buildings on views was recognised, this was then used as 
a reason to allow more tall buildings to soften the impact of the existing tall building. 
 
Although previous planning decisions are not supposed to be used to set precedent, the 
reality is that it does happen and existing tall buildings are used to justify clusters of tall 
buildings, regardless of their location or impact. 



  
 

 

    

 

Issue date: 11th Nov 2016 

 

9 
 

Conservation Area Appraisals and Management Plans were not specific enough to 
provide an objective base for the assessment of impact of the setting on the 
conservation area. 
 
Public and economic benefits and improvements to public realm were also used by the 
Planning Inspectorate as important components that informed decisions to permit 
development. 
 
While weighing the harm of developments against their benefits is inherently subjective, 
it has to be recognised that avoiding harm and providing benefits are not mutually 
exclusive and that schemes which respect the surrounding and heritage may provide 
even greater benefits to the community and built environment. 
 
Policy is also not strong enough to avoid prejudicing future development of sites 
adjacent, a common issue with tall buildings, as they front towards all sides and may not 
be compatible with similar development on adjacent sites. 
 
Tall building developments that were permitted outside of areas with clear policy support, 
as well as proposals that were refused with difficulty or withdrawn by the developer, 
display a wide range of issues which can be grouped into categories: 
 

� Visual impact 
� Impact on quality of living environment 
� Impact on infrastructure 
� Impacts on future development 
� Planning precedents 

 
The impacts of individual buildings can be severe, especially the visual impact due to 
their higher visibility and the typical conflict with the positive character of the 
surroundings. They may also impact negatively on quality of living, including loss of 
sunlight, daylight, privacy and outlook. 
 
In addition to individual impact, the cumulative impact of tall buildings can also be severe 
and these may not be sufficiently taken into account when assessing applications for tall 
buildings. Not only are existing tall buildings frequently used to justify further tall building 
proposals, but the impact of one or more existing tall buildings is less severe than when 
adding further tall buildings, both visually and on infrastructure. 
 
The more existing tall buildings are present, the harder it is to argue that these are not a 
part of the local character, or to justify why a previous tall building was allowed but 
another will be resisted. Developers use existing and permitted tall buildings as 
precedents and in some cases the Planning Inspectorate has done the same. 
 
The impact and cumulative impact of high residential densities, which is interrelated to 
tall buildings, is strongest on infrastructure availability, or lack thereof. 
 
The London Plan sets out appropriate density ranges for Sustainable Residential Quality 
in their SRQ Density Matrix. The density range identified for the most accessible 
locations by public transport (PTAL 4-6) in central areas with very dense development is 
650-1100 habitable rooms per hectare (hr/ha) or 140-405 dwellings per hectare. 
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Current consented high density tall building schemes in Tower Hamlets include: 
 
 Hertsmere House 5,814 hr/ha  67 storeys 
 City Pride  5,803 hr/ha  75 storeys 
 Alpha Square  4,712 hr/ha  up to 65 storeys 
 Arrowhead Quay 3,357 hr/ha  up to 55 storeys 
 Newfoundland  2,738 hr/ha  58 storeys 
 South Quay Plaza 2,267 hr/ha  up to 68 storeys 
 Wood Wharf  1,796 hr/ha  up to 200m 
 Millharbour  1,785 hr/ha  up to 44 storeys 

 
The application for Alpha Square with over four times the maximum recommended 
density was recommended for refusal by LBTH officers and the committee agreed, as 
the officers demonstrated that the site was being overdeveloped. However, the GLA 
supported the proposed density, stating that ‘the density of the proposal does not itself 
raise strategic concern’. 
 
Although tall and dense schemed often provide some public benefits and contribute 
financially to CIL, this does not usually provide a comprehensive solution to the problems 
density creates, especially when nearby site could also be developed to similar densities. 
 
The above issues make it imperative that a clear tall building policy that allows for strict 
implementation is adopted to stop further tall buildings in inappropriate locations. In order 
to do this we need to analyse why bad precedents have happened and what changes to 
policy would alleviate the problems. 
 
The current policy is seen as unclear for a number of reasons: 
 

� Policy areas where tall buildings are acceptable are seen as not exhaustive and 
exceptions are allowed 

� Where tall buildings are seen as harmful they may be permitted by allowing 
provision of public benefits (required infrastructure) to compensate 

� Where tall buildings may be acceptable the height limit is not clear 
� Where tall buildings are present nearby, this can be seen as part of the local 

character and therefore not harmful 
� The impact of tall buildings on future development are not identified 

 
In order to address the identified issues and ensure that tall buildings will only be 
approved in appropriate locations, the gaps between areas with policy support and 
potentially suitable areas need to be addressed. By widening the areas for potential tall 
buildings to include other suitable locations and at the same time removing ambiguous 
policy wording that may allow tall buildings anywhere, there will be clarity in which zones 
for tall building may be appropriate and where they are not. This clarity can save time 
and other resources for developers and officers in assessing the suitability of areas for 
tall building exceptions on a case-by-case basis. 
 
This approach is in line with the NPPF principle that planning should be genuinely plan-
led and the London Plan strategic policy 7.7 which states that tall and larges buildings 
should be part of a plan-led approach to changing or developing an area by the 
identification of appropriate, sensitive and inappropriate locations. Tall and large 
buildings should not have an unacceptably harmful impact on their surroundings. 
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Summary and Next Steps 
 
The strategic policy approach for the location and design of large and tall buildings is for 
their considered placement within a wider policy framework of ensuring sustainable 
development, optimisation of land including the potential for new housing, and a closely 
aligned relationship with supporting infrastructure, prioritising public transport 
accessibility and capacity. 
 
Tall and large buildings should not have an unacceptably harmful impact on their 
surroundings and any new tall building should be of first class design quality in its own 
right, enhancing its immediate location and wider setting. 
 
With regard to planning decisions, large and tall buildings should generally be limited to 
sites in the established clusters of Canary Wharf and Aldgate. Opportunity and 
intensification areas including town centres (that have suitable characteristics and 
capacity) have the potential to accommodate large and tall buildings however further 
work to understand impacts in these areas is required. 
 
Tower Hamlets Council will therefore explore the policy implications of a revised tall 
buildings approach including the impacts of new tall buildings in relation to the 
established clusters of Canary Wharf and Aldgate. We will also be testing the potential 
suitability of new tall building zones within opportunity and intensification areas and 
appropriate town centres within these areas. It is also appropriate to examine the 
suitability of town centres outside of the opportunity areas where they are located along 
key transport nodes. 


