Conservative plan to unlock London’s brownfield sites risks green belt backlash ahead of mayoral election
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The Conservative party has pledged to reshape London's housing landscape by promising a comprehensive rewrite of the London Plan if their candidate wins the upcoming mayoral election. According to Shadow Housing Secretary Sir James Cleverly, a Conservative mayor would prioritise unlocking tens of thousands of desperately needed new homes by focusing on brownfield sites—previously developed land within the city. His vision entails transforming these areas into vibrant business and housing hubs strategically located near transport links, nightlife, and employment opportunities, replicating success stories like Canary Wharf and the Olympic Park developments.
Cleverly criticised the current planning regulations, asserting that excessive restrictions have hindered housing delivery in London. He advocated for easing these regulations to facilitate faster approval and construction of new homes, aiming to meet the city's urgent housing demands. This approach underscores the Conservatives' commitment to robust intervention aimed at significantly increasing housing supply through targeted urban regeneration.
In contrast, Deputy Prime Minister Angela Rayner recently abandoned a government-mandated review of the London Plan, a move that has been interpreted as a reprieve for the incumbent Mayor Sadiq Khan. Instead of imposing top-down measures, Rayner has opted for a partnership approach to collaborate with Khan on proposed changes to the national planning system, signalling a softer tone in addressing housing challenges. The government's commitment to delivering 80,000 new homes annually in London remains firm, with proposed adjustments to the National Planning Policy Framework intended to encourage higher density developments and the release of lower-quality green belt sites for construction.
Mayor Khan, for his part, has signalled a willingness to "actively explore" building on parts of London’s green belt to tackle the chronic housing shortage, describing the existing rigid protections as outdated and unsustainable. His proposals emphasise that any development would need to meet strict criteria, including the provision of affordable housing, sustainability considerations, integration with transport infrastructure, and protection of green spaces, a balancing act reflecting London's competing environmental and housing priorities. These plans have sparked both support and concern among residents and environmentalists, highlighting the contentious nature of green belt development.
While the Conservatives focus on deregulation and brownfield site development to accelerate housing delivery, the current Labour administration under Khan favours a more cautious, partnership-based approach, balancing growth with environmental sustainability. Both strategies reflect the broader national challenge of addressing London's acute housing shortage, which continues to be a defining political issue ahead of the mayoral election.
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