Mayor’s green belt plans spark calls to prioritise densification in central London
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London's housing crisis has long been a complex interplay of rising demand and insufficient supply. As debates swirl around possible solutions, the Mayor's recent proposal to release some green belt land for development has emerged as a contentious yet necessary step. However, experts argue that the real solution lies in densifying the city centre rather than encroaching upon the green belt.
The crux of the issue is that London is in a precarious position: while it remains a beacon for talent and opportunity, its housing stock simply cannot keep pace with the burgeoning population. Current estimates suggest that London builds approximately 35,000 homes annually, a stark contrast to the estimated demand of 88,000 homes per year put forth by City Hall. This imbalance contributes significantly to escalating house prices, prompting many residents to either flee to more affordable areas or accept dwindling living conditions. Over the past decade, the birth rate has plummeted by 20%, a worrying trend that reflects families’ struggles to afford the city life, as evidenced by decreasing school admissions.
While some advocate for the development of the green belt to alleviate this housing shortage, not all of it is truly ‘green.’ In fact, much of this land is underutilised and consists of private areas, such as golf courses, which alone occupy more space than the entire London Borough of Brent. Of the green belt's total expanse, only 22% is accessible to the public and offers genuine environmental protection. Thus, engaging in thoughtful and well-planned development could potentially enhance public access rather than diminish it.
Beyond the debate of green belt utilisation, a look at community preferences underscores a critical gap in the current approach. Surveys indicate that many Londoners favour living in central areas rather than distant green belt developments. The challenge, therefore, lies in the inflexible planning system that hinders higher-density development within existing urban areas. Increasing height limits and building multi-storey apartment blocks in desirable neighbourhoods could not only meet the housing demand but also contribute to the aesthetic and functional richness of London. Successful examples, such as the dense and attractive fabric of central Paris, demonstrate that density does not have to come at the cost of beauty or liveability.
Proposed reforms could come from various sources, including a potential future Labour government, which aims to address this crisis head-on. Leaders like Sir Keir Starmer have promised to implement strategic planning reforms and expedite the creation of new housing, particularly in areas better served by public transport. This includes the innovative idea of developing ‘greybelt’ land—regions previously developed but currently underutilised. The Labour party’s targets of constructing 1.5 million new homes over five years, albeit ambitious, illustrate a forward-thinking approach that could shift the landscape of Britain’s housing supply.
Public sentiment also appears to align with the need for change. A recent survey indicated that 56% of respondents favour building homes on grey belt land, with an even greater number supporting local developments if they remain affordable. The cost of living crisis weighs heavily on Londoners, with many asserting that a significant portion of their income now goes towards housing expenses.
Yet, any path towards resolving the housing crisis must navigate existing challenges, including high construction costs and potential community opposition. The government’s plan to increase housing targets to 370,000 homes annually aims to address these issues but will require steadfast political will and robust government support to ensure swift execution. Balancing development with preserving London's character and green spaces remains essential, calling for a nuanced approach that prioritises livability alongside growth.
In summary, while utilising some green belt land may appear to offer immediate relief, a comprehensive strategy focused on higher-density development in central London stands to provide a more lasting solution to the housing crisis. The city's future as a vibrant and liveable metropolis hinges upon our ability to navigate the complexities of its changing landscape and to support the diverse needs of its population.
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