Justine Thornton opposes flats near family home despite Ed Miliband’s pledge to tackle blockers
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Ed Miliband's wife, Justine Thornton, has expressed opposition to plans for a new block of flats near their £3 million family home in North London. This comes as a surprising contradiction to her husband's public commitment to confronting what he terms 'blockers and obstructionists' in the housing sector. Thornton, a High Court judge, submitted a letter to Camden Council arguing against the proposed five-storey building, citing concerns that the design is "too tall, too bulky and too dense" for the area, which is recognised for its conservation status. 
Interestingly, while she has no qualms about the necessity for more housing — a sentiment echoed by Miliband himself in his role as Energy Secretary — Thornton’s objections are firmly rooted in the aesthetics and character of the neighbourhood. She stated that her concerns are not against the idea of development; rather, they pertain specifically to the design of the flats and their potential impact on local heritage. This notion resonates with a growing narrative among affluent residents, including actor Benedict Cumberbatch and his wife, who fear that such developments could erode the architectural integrity of their neighbourhood. They have articulated worries that the construction could set a “precedent for the area,” leading to wider changes that might disrupt the Victorian character of the street.
Cumberbatch and his wife have voiced similar anxieties over privacy and the aesthetic of their surroundings in their campaign against the new flats. Their apprehensions reflect a broader reluctance among residents, who often grapple with the implications of new developments in historically rich areas. Cumberbatch, known for his work both on screen and in public advocacy, has previously faced opposition regarding changes to his own property, underscoring the complex dynamics of urban development in London.
The developers behind the proposed flats, HGG, argue that this project aligns with national and local planning policies aimed at maximising the use of brownfield sites. They maintain that the new housing will meet pressing demands in an accessible location — a position that is consistent with Labour's revised planning rules advocating for increased housing supply. The party has also proposed reclassifying certain greenbelt areas to facilitate housing development, aiming for a target of 300,000 new homes annually, as pushed by party deputy Angela Rayner.
Prime Minister Keir Starmer has further entrenched the party's stance by rebuking the 'NIMBY' (Not In My Backyard) attitudes prevalent among residents opposing new housing initiatives, branding himself a 'YIMBY' (Yes In My Backyard). The irony, however, lies in the fact that Miliband and Thornton's local resistance to development mirrors the very behaviours Starmer has critiqued. Critics, including Shadow Housing Secretary Kevin Hollinrake, pointed out the apparent hypocrisy in Miliband's promises to “smash the nimbys” while his own household aligns with them in their objections. 
A source close to Thornton clarified her position, asserting she supports the principle of more housing on the site but is concerned about the specific architectural proposals. This distinction raises an important question about the nature of community engagement in development, especially in affluent areas where objections can stem from concerns about personal space and local character rather than a blanket opposition to housing itself.
As the debate unfolds in Camden and similar districts, it highlights the ongoing struggle to balance the urgent need for new housing with the preservation of community identity. This situation poses a complex challenge for policymakers as they navigate the competing interests of housing development and local heritage — a tension that will continue to shape urban landscapes in the years to come.
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