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Vacant land in London: a planning tool to create land for growth. 

Vacant land is a widespread urban phenomenon that has been problematised as a waste 

of a scarce resource, which needs to be brought back to use. The consensus around this 

belief has been almost unanimous, despite the contradiction between the idea of 

scarcity and that of vacancy. This paper explores the assumptions underpinning this 

contradiction to point to new ways of addressing the ‘vacant land problem’. Drawing 

on the work of Lefebvre and Massey, the paper suggests a dialectical framing of vacant 

land to understand how its socially constructed nature shapes its transformation. The 

paper reveals a static understanding of urban change behind the conceptualisation of 

Battersea Power Station and Silvertown Quays as ‘bad places’, which in turn 

legitimises and shapes their transformation. The paper argues for a re-problematisation 

of ‘vacant land’, whereby its function as a planning tool for growth can be challenged.  

Keywords: vacant land; land scarcity; Lefebvre; Massey; London. 

Introduction 

“The way we think about space matters. It inflects our understandings of the world, our 

attitudes to others, our politics.” (Massey 2005) 

Vacant land is a widespread urban phenomenon that has been studied in different contexts, 

both in the Global North and the Global South (Pearsall and Lucas 2014). Underpinning all 

these studies is the belief that (urban) land is a valued, valuable, and finite resource and its 

‘best use’ is of paramount importance to the environment, social, and economic realms 

(Bennett 2017). The re-use of vacant land comes as a reasonable and necessary political 

choice in this light. The way forward seems less clear. 

One of the reasons for that is the difficulty to pin down the very object of analysis. 

For example, in England, the problem of ‘vacant urban land’ has been widely studied since 

the mid-1970s, when the industrial decline of the country led inner city areas to an 

unacceptable run-down situation (Home 1983, Kivell 1993). A considerable number of land 

surveys, policy reports, and research studies have tried to grasp the problem of urban vacant 



land and provide adequate solutions for it. However, a historical overview of these 

documents highlights the continuous changes to the vacant land definition (see Table 1), 

which makes any attempt to monitor and address the phenomenon almost impossible. More 

importantly, the review calls into question the very nature of ‘vacant land’, portrayed in 

surveys and policies as a measurable object. However, the changes to the definition of vacant 

land over time suggests that there is more to it than just a piece of empty land. 

This paper takes on the epistemological challenge behind the blurred nature of vacant 

land and explores how it relates to wider debates about land transformation and land scarcity. 

In so doing, it suggests the need for a dialectical approach to vacant land, where its complex 

nature would be fully acknowledge in the analysis. Drawing on Lefebvre’s and Massey’s 

dialectical take on the production of space (in particular Lefebvre 1991 [1974], Massey 

2005), the paper presents vacant land as the product of the interactions between the physical, 

the personal, and the regulatory dimensions of vacant land. The paper then illustrates those 

interactions through a comparison of two long-standing vacant sites in London, Battersea 

Power Station and Silvertown Quays. The thematic analysis of the semi-structured interviews 

highlights the ‘multiplicity of stories’ (Massey 2005) around vacant land and its 

transformation, which illustrates the ‘conflicts immanent to space’ (Lefebvre 1991 [1974]) 

bounded up with any land transformation process. More importantly, the analysis reveals that 

the static conceptualisation of urban change, embedded in the regulatory dimension of vacant 

land, determines its socially constructed nature and the way its transformation is delivered on 

the ground. 

The paper concludes that the static and growth-led conceptualisation of urban change, 

embedded in the regulatory framework, are primarily responsible for the way vacant land is 

perceived and mobilised. As the cases illustrate, the static and growth-led idea of change 

leads to a portrayal of Silvertown and Battersea as ‘bad places’, which legitimises their large-



scale transformation as a necessary step to turn them into ‘good places’. The filtering of 

certain voices and interests in the process emerges as a necessary strategy in the pursuit of a 

pre-established end (the good place), which is more responsive to expected demands than to 

existing needs. Vacant land emerges in this light as a powerful planning tool, a sort of ‘reboot 

button’, at the service of a political and economic agenda that employs land transformation as 

the key factor to bring about economic growth.  

The following sections explore in more detail the ideas presented in this introduction. 

The first part explores the three assumptions behind the seemingly impossible marriage 

between land scarcity and vacant land: the objective nature of vacant land; the static 

understanding of urban change; and the growth-led agenda embedded in the institutions that 

mediate land scarcity. The second part discusses the dialectical conceptual framework to 

overcome the limitations of the previous assumptions in the study of vacant land. The third 

and fourth parts illustrate the previous theoretical discussion through the comparison of 

Battersea Power Station and Silvertown Quays. Drawing on the findings from the cases, the 

fifth part presents the conclusions of the paper. 

The Assumptions Underpinning the Vacant Land Problem 

The nature of vacant land 

The literature shows that, for the last 50 years, monitoring the extent, location, and 

changes to vacant land has been a primary concern for local, regional, and central 

governments in England. Carrying out a longitudinal analysis of vacant land over time has 

been a fundamental objective in the public sector’s effort to grasp the problem and devise the 

right mechanisms to address it. Unfortunately, such endeavour has failed to provide a 

definitive answer to the problem due to constant changes in the vacant land definition (see 

Table 1). 



[Table 1 near here] 

A detailed analysis of these definitions, included in my thesis research, suggests that 

the complex nature of vacant land is the reason that makes this object of study so elusive. The 

range of ‘different types’ of vacant urban land traced over time shows that, far from being 

just a problematic physical entity, vacant urban land is a social construct highly influenced by 

its context. The review shows that the way society thinks about the (re)use of land in the built 

environment shapes urban land policies, which in turn determine the definition of vacant land 

(Adams, De Sousa, and Tiesdell 2010). In other words, vacant land emerges in this review as 

complex phenomenon that entails a physical nature, but also a social one that varies over time 

and is responsible for the constant changes to its definition. 

The positivist approach of land use surveys is unable to capture the social nature of 

vacant land. Such approach rests on the assumption that economic and social processes can 

be unproblematically translated into a system of objective and fixed land use categories 

(Perin 1977, Healey and Barrett 1990). However, the constant changes to the vacant land 

definition prove otherwise. As a result, the public sector’s attempts to monitor vacant land 

have never been able to offer a comprehensive picture of this phenomenon, which has usually 

been cited as the main reason for the failed policies on vacant land (see for example CPRE 

2016). 

There have also been attempts to grasp the vacant land phenomenon from an agency-

based perspective (see for example Alker, Joy, et al. 2000, CABERNET 2006, Dixon, 

Otsuka, and Abe 2011, Doak and Karadimitriou 2007, Alker, Barrett, et al. 2000). In these 

cases, the impact of stakeholders’ different interests in the redevelopment process of 

brownfield land1 takes centre stage. Interestingly, the potential impact of these interests on 

                                                 
1 Brownfield land is the common term currently used to refer to vacant land in England. 



the very definition of vacant land is not considered in most of these studies, which usually 

create their own composite definition drawing on other positivist vacant land definitions. The 

work of Doak and Karadimitriou (2007) stands out as an exception. Using a combination of 

complexity and networks theories, the authors suggest a conceptual framework that presents 

‘brownfield land’ as a social construct, born out of the interaction between the networks of 

actors involved in the transformation of that land (Doak and Karadimitriou 2007). They also 

explain how that concept recursively shapes the networks’ strategies for the transformation of 

those brownfield sites (Doak and Karadimitriou 2007). 

Doak and Karadimitriou therefore emphasise the socially constructed nature of vacant 

land and the need for an approach that fully takes into account the complex nature of this 

phenomenon (see also Karadimitriou, Doak, and Cidre 2010). Unfortunately, the paper 

remains at a theoretical level and does not illustrate the production of the concept and its 

influence on the networks. Nevertheless, the authors highlight the complex nature of the 

vacant land problem and the need to for a constructivist approach to this phenomenon, an 

approach also shared in this research.  

Time and the transformation process of vacant land. 

There is also a wealth of studies that are not concerned with the nature of vacant land, 

but with the production process that generates long term vacant sites (see for example 

Burrows 1977, Nicholson 1982, MacGregor et al. 1985, Couch and Fowles 1992). These 

studies do not see vacant land as a problem per se, but just as an unavoidable transient feature 

of the built environment (Nicholson 1982). Vacant land, in their view, is not a fixed category 

of land but one product of land transformation. The problem, they argue, lies in the different 

factors impinging on the ‘normal flow’ of that process, which could turn that transient feature 

into a long term one (Fig. 1).  

[Figure 1 near here] 



The length of vacancy has been mainly approached from two different perspectives: 

urban economic theory and property development theory (Cameron, Monk, and Pearce 1988, 

Henneberry 2017). While the first approach has primarily focused on the economic reasons 

linked to the cessation of use and the re-use of land, the second approach has been mostly 

concerned with the factors impinging on the transformation process between those two 

moments. In any case, the review of the studies within each approach highlights two 

shortcomings. First, the studies share what Doreen Massey calls a time-less understanding of 

space (Robins, Edwards, and Massey 2001, Massey 2005). The studies portray the 

transformation of vacant land either as a temporal ellipsis between the ‘cessation of use’ and 

the moment of ‘re-sue’ (the case of Burrows, 1977, 1978); or as a fleeting moment that 

demarcates ‘short term’ from ‘long term’ vacant land (e.g. Markowski 1978, Couch and 

Fowles 1992); or as a circular and repetitive process that begins and ends with the same 

‘cessation of use’ stage, without taking any notice of the impact that previous changes might 

have on it (e.g. Nicholson 1982, MacGregor et al. 1985). In all of them, change is reduced to 

a fixed sequence of self-contained, independent stages, with clear start and end points. 

Change is modelled as a ‘closed-system’, with no room for unexpected events to alter the 

connection between the stages or the end result of the process (Massey 1999, Massey 2005). 

This static understanding of change is behind the second theoretical shortcoming of 

the studies. The conceptual models are unable to bring together the different levels of 

analysis of the phenomenon – the empirical and the contingent on the one hand, and the 

conceptual and the general on the other hand (Healey 1992, Massey 1993, Guy and 

Henneberry 2000). Accordingly, the models can only offer partial explanations and solutions 

for the vacant land phenomenon, which are too contingent to be replicated or too abstract to 

be of any use.  



Land scarcity and vacant land 

The literature review has also revealed a common assumption persistently 

underpinning the land use surveys and studies of vacant land in England: that vacant land is a 

waste of a scarce resource and, consequently, it needs to be brought back to productive use. 

This ‘productive stance’ on land has always been used as a starting point for the theoretical 

discussions around vacant land. But the implications of this argument for the way vacant land 

is conceived and addressed have never been fully explored. This section addresses this issue. 

In this ‘productive stance’ on land, land matters as “physical space for economic 

activities” (Ryan-Collins, Lloyd, and Macfarlane 2017, 5), as nothing more than a support for 

the uses that will take place on it. The ‘productive stance’ therefore brings into competition 

actors with different views about the economic activities that could take place on land. The 

resulting land use pattern therefore reflects the choices made in the mediation of that 

competition over land. In this light, the scarcity of land as ‘physical space’ reveals its 

political nature (Hartmann and Gerber 2018). Land use planning and land markets play a 

crucial role in the regulation of competition over land (Oxley 2004, Needham 2006, 

Hartmann and Gerber 2018). To understand where vacant land stands in relation to land 

scarcity, attention should be paid to these institutions.  

A close look at land markets and land use planning shows that the mediation of 

competition over land happens in two ways. First, it happens through a distinction between 

‘rights in land’ and ‘legitimate interests in land’, which sets the boundaries to claims over 

land from the outset. There are many different types of ‘rights in land’, which vary according 

to the legal systems that operate in each context (Needham, 2006). Nevertheless, these types 

largely fall into three groups in the English context: the right to use the land in exclusivity for 

an unlimited period of time (i.e. freehold); the transferred rights to use the land in exclusivity 

for a limited period of time and under the conditions agreed with the landowner (i.e. 



leasehold); and the right to change the use of land (i.e. development right) (after Needham 

2006). As for the ‘legitimate interests’ in land, the English land use planning system 

recognises two types: the ‘legitimate interests’ of those that are affected by the transformation 

of land, but do not have any rights over it; and the ‘legitimate interests’ of those who also 

lacks rights in land, but have a direct input in the preparation of the planning applications 

associated with any land transformation proposal (after Oxley 2004, Cullingworth et al. 

2015). These different rights and interests ultimately reveal the voices that land markets and 

land use planning recognise in the transformation process of land, which in this paper have 

been named as Landowners, Tenants, Regulators, the Affected, and the Mediators. The extent 

to which each of these voices determines the outcome of a land transformation process 

therefore reveals the type of rights or interests that is more prevalent in the mediation of the 

conflict over land.  

The second way in which land markets and land use planning mediate the competition 

over land is through the land allocation process and the planning framework, which in 

England is the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF). Land for new uses is allocated 

in Local Plans according to a prior assessment of ‘need’ for those uses (DCLG 2012, 2014). 

Interestingly, the NPPF does not establish the meaning of ‘need’. More importantly, it 

sometimes uses the term as an equivalent for ‘demand’ (articles 159 and 161, DCLG 2012). 

The confusion between ‘need’ and ‘demand’ has been identified as one of the main problems 

in the calculations that underpin the land allocation process (Adams and Watkins 2002). 

Moreover, estimating ‘need’ is a complex task because there are no clear signs for it, contrary 

to demand for goods, which can be estimated from their price. Consequently, assessment of 

need largely depends on the assumptions about population growth, household formations, 

etc., which entail political rather than purely technical decisions about the future. 



The land allocation process in England therefore reveals itself as “a political fix 

supported by evidence” (Gallent, Hamiduddin, and Madeddu 2013) that conceals a political 

agenda behind an ‘objective’ methodology. Instead of mediating an objective discussion 

about the use of scarce resources, the NPPF and the land allocation process have become 

tools for generating economic growth (Rydin 2013, Bowie 2017). Competition for land in 

this growth-led planning exclusively favours transformations that yield ‘high’ land use values 

(Rydin 2013, Bowie 2017).(Rydin 2013, Bowie 2017, DCLG 2012, 2014, Gallent, 

Hamiduddin, and Madeddu 2013, Crosby, McAllister, and Wyatt 2013) Other ‘low’ land use 

values such as manufacturing industries or small retail spaces are therefore bound to 

disappear eventually (see for example Ferm and Jones 2015). This logic explains the 

paradigm shift of the vacant land concept, which has moved from being a ‘problem’ to being 

an ‘opportunity’ (Adams, De Sousa, and Tiesdell 2010, Karadimitriou, Doak, and Cidre 

2010) (Gallent, Hamiduddin, and Madeddu 2013, Murdoch and Abram 2002)In other words, 

the growth-led agenda that also shapes the regulatory framework is now embedded in the 

vacant land definition. 

A Dialectical Approach to Vacant Land 

Taking stock on the discussions from the previous section, the paper argues for a 

different framing of the vacant land phenomenon. Instead of wondering about the features 

that characterise vacant land, or the factors that affect the length of vacancy, the previous 

discussions highlight the need to understand how ‘vacant land’ is socially constructed and 

how such construct affects the transformation of ‘vacant sites’. To explore the production of 

the vacant land construct, The paper employs a conceptual framework that draws on the work 

Henri Lefebvre and Doreen Massey (in particular Lefebvre 1991 [1974], Massey 2005).  



Lefebvre argues that Space can only be grasped as the product of a trialectics 

process(Lefebvre 1991 [1974]). Drawing on Hegel’s dialectical thinking 2, as well as Marx’s 

materialism critique of Hegel (Marx 1990 [1873]), and Nietzsche’s concept of the ‘eternal 

return’ (Nietzsche and Kierkegaard 2007), Lefebvre presents Space as the ever-changing 

product of a dialectical relation between the ‘general’ (i.e. Mental Space), the ‘singular’ (i.e. 

Natural Space), and the ‘particular’ (i.e. Social Space) (Lefebvre 1991 [1974]). In this 

trialectic approach, Space is not portrayed as a final product, but as an ongoing process of 

production. In this way, Lefebvre’s trialectics (Fig.2) provides a dynamic account of space, 

whereby time becomes intertwined with it, albeit distinct. 

[Figure 2 near here] 

Lefebvre’s dialectical analysis of space resonates with the key findings from the 

previous section. First, Lefebvre’s account of space acknowledges the connection between 

the materiality of the world and the way we think about it, which is in line with calls for a 

constructivist understanding of the vacant land phenomenon. Second, he conceives space as a 

process in constant evolution, rather than a final product. In this way, Lefebvre’s trialectics 

bring together space and time to offer a dynamic account of transformation that could 

overcome the limitations of previous vacant land models. Finally, his trialectics call attention 

                                                 
2 Hegel elaborates a new method of thinking to be able to grasp the Absolute Truth, or Concrete 

Universals, of the world around us. This new method, called dialectical thinking, differs from 

the Aristotelian logic in that the negation of the thesis (i.e. anti-thesis) does not reinstate the 

original thesis. For instance, ‘A is not non-A’ provides an example of Aristotelian reasoning. 

But in Hegel, the anti-thesis would actually allow a move towards a new rational unity: the 

synthesis. In other words, ‘A is not non-A’ would render the Concept that reflects both A and 

non-A. The synthesis (Concept) overcomes and preserves the elements of thesis (A) and anti-

thesis (non-A). According to Hegel, this way of thinking would allow us to achieve the Absolute 

Truth, because it would help us to grasp the whole without losing sight of its constitutive parts 

(Navarro Cordón and Calvo Martínez 1992) 



upon the social reality of space to understand the “conflicts immanent to space” (Lefebvre 

1991 [1974], 365). Once again, this resonates with the attention paid in the previous section 

to the agency of stakeholders in the conceptualisation and approach to vacant land, as well as 

the role of the regulatory framework in the mediation of conflicts between different agents. 

For these reasons, the paper suggests a conceptual framework (Fig.3) that adopts Lefebvre’s 

dialectical analysis of Space (Fig.2). 

[Figure 3 near here] 

In this dialectical framework, vacant land is constructed out of the interaction between 

the natural reality of vacant land, its mental reality, and its social reality. The mental reality 

corresponds with the ‘brownfield land’ concept, which encapsulates the growth-led logic of 

the regulatory system. The natural reality of vacant land corresponds with those brownfield 

sites that have been allocated for development in the Local Plans. Finally, the social reality of 

vacant land has a less straightforward equivalence than the other two. Lefebvre suggests that 

to grasp Social Space we should look at its material expressions3 and trace their evolution 

from the past to the present, which would then help us understand the future direction of 

Social Space (Lefebvre 1991 [1974]).. But this methodology  reduces time to its historical 

form, to a linear sequence of spatial manifestations (Massey 2005, Valverde 2014). The past, 

the present, and the future appear in this methodology as a closed system “where all the 

interconnections have been established” (Massey 1999, 2). 

However, if social space is the product of social relations, then it contains a 

multiplicity of potential trajectories that render the future open (Massey 1999, Massey 2005). 

Similarly, the past should also be understood as a multiplicity of coexisting trajectories in 

                                                 
3 Lefebvre argues that there are three ‘material expressions’ of Social Space: Spatial Practices, 

Representation of Spaces, and Representational Spaces (Lefebvre 1991 [1974], 38-41).  



competition to move forward. Accordingly, the production of social space cannot be told in a 

grand narrative that ignores the influence of other non-materialised trajectories on the 

resulting space. Instead, the narrative of the production of space should entail the 

“simultaneity of stories-so-far” (Massey 2005, 9) that reflects all those coexisting trajectories 

over time. The research therefore suggests a shift in Lefebvre’s analysis of social space: from 

looking at its material expressions that provide a grand narrative, to focusing on the personal 

experiences of those voices (i.e. Landowners, Tenants, Regulators, Mediators, and Affected) 

involved in the transformation of a site (a ‘brownfield site’) over time. 

The vacant land construct (Fig.3) emerges as the product of a trialectic interaction 

between the brownfield concept, the brownfield site, and the experiences of the individuals 

connected to the transformation of that site. In this way, the model brings together the 

different levels of analysis of the vacant land problem: the contingent (i.e. concrete 

brownfield sites) and the general (i.e. the dialectical process). Moreover, the model portrays 

time as a continuous flow in which the interaction of the three dimensions take place. 

Accordingly, vacant land is not presented as a necessary start and end point of a pre-

determined process of transformation, but as an entity in constant transformation.  

Vacant land constructs in London 

To illustrate the production of the vacant land construct in London, the research has 

adopted the concept that the regulatory framework uses to refer to the generic term ‘vacant 

land’ in this current context – i.e. ‘brownfield land’. For this reason, the paper will refer to 

‘vacant land’ or ‘brownfield land’ indistinctively from this point forward. The selection of the 

case studies therefore looked for those sites in London that are considered ‘brownfield sites’ 

in the London plan. From the multiple examples available in the London Plan, the research 

carried out an informed selection to meet the ‘replication logic’ of a multiple case study 



strategy (Yin 2014). The resulting sites are Battersea Power Station and Silvertown Quays 

(Fig.4).  

[Figure 4 near here] 

The history of Battersea Power Station perfectly captures Massey’s temporal take on 

space, which she describes as the product of co-existing ‘stories so far’ (Massey 2005). In 

Battersea, different plans and aspirations have co-existed in the transformation of the site 

over time, from its days as low land for agriculture, to its days as the place of the renown 

Battersea Power Station, to its days of dereliction, and to its current transformation process 

(see for example Saint 2013, Watts 2016). Each period reveals how the materialised uses 

always came out of a competition between different interests on land. The interviews focused 

on the last chapter of Battersea’s long history, which concerns the project of the current 

owners, a Malaysian consortium that bought the site back by end of 2012 (Fig. 5). 

[Figure 5 near here] 

The Outline Planning application for the whole development, delivered by the 

previous owners, Treasury Holdings, was granted approval in August 2011 (Watts 2016). 

When the Malaysian consortium took over the site, they stuck to the existing Outline 

application but introduced changes to the subsequent Reserved Matters applications, which 

contained detailed information for each of the seven development phases. The Outline 

describes a mixed-use scheme (Fig. 6) that will provide around 3,200 residential units 

(London Borough of Wandsworth 2011) and 17,000 jobs (BPSDC 2017). It will also 

contribute to the construction of the Northern line extension (a new branch of the 

underground transport system), the construction of the Thames Water Tideway tunnel 

(commonly known as the new ‘super sewage’), and the complete refurbishment of the power 

station (London Borough of Wandsworth 2011). The site hosted a series of temporary events 



since its definitive closure in 1983 (Wandsworth 2011; Watts 2016). However, there were no 

temporary uses left on the site at the time the interviews were carried out.  

[Figure 6 near here] 

The history of Silvertown Quays provides a similar account of co-existing and 

conflicting aspirations over time: from its days as marsh land, to its days as a busy maritime 

commerce enclave between the Empire and its colonies, to its days of rapid decline in the 

1970s and 1980s, to its latest transformation project (see for example Brownill 1993 [1990], 

Royal Docks Management Authority (RoDMa) 2015). In this case, the interviews also 

focused on the current transformation process, where the Greater London Authority (GLA) 

(i.e. the landowners), have chosen a development partner to carry out the project. 

[Figure 7 near here] 

The Outline Application for the current project was granted approval in August 2016 

(London Borough of Newham 2015). The applicant is the Silvertown Partnership LLP (TSP), 

a company that comprises Chelsfield Properties, First Base, and Macquarie Capital (The 

Silvertown Partnership 2018). The outline proposal (Fig.8) comprises a site of 27.4Ha to be 

developed in seven phases. This new urban centre is expected to generate around 20,000 jobs 

and provide 3,000 new homes, with 35% of them affordable (London Borough of Newham 

2015). The site comprises some existing industrial businesses on the south east corner of the 

site. Although the plans include the redevelopment of this area, the comments to the 

application indicates opposition from at least one tenant to leave the site (London Borough of 

Newham 2015). Unfortunately, the tenants did not want to take part in this research.  

[Figure 8 near here] 

Both Battersea and Silvertown are located within two different Opportunity Areas in 

London. Opportunity Areas are described in the London Plan as: 



“the capital’s major reservoir of brownfield land with significant capacity to 

accommodate new housing, commercial and other development linked to existing or 

potential improvements to public transport accessibility. Typically they can 

accommodate at least 5,000 jobs or 2,500 new homes or a combination of the two, along 

with other supporting facilities and infrastructure” (Mayor of London 2016, 66 emphasis 

added). 

In addition, the Glossary of the London Plan (2016) provides the following definition 

of ‘brownfield land’: 

“Both land and premises are included in this term, which refers to a site that has 

previously been used or developed and is not currently fully in use, although it may be 

partially occupied or utilised. It may also be vacant, derelict or contaminated. This 

excludes open spaces and land where the remains of previous use have blended into the 

landscape, or have been overtaken by nature conservation value or amenity use and 

cannot be regarded as requiring development.” (Mayor of London 2016, 407-408) 

Both definitions reveal how the growth-led agenda is embedded in the concept of 

‘brownfield land’ in London. These ‘brownfield sites’ are not necessarily empty, as the 

second definition reveals. They are allocated for development because they have the capacity 

to bring about the level of growth expected in an Opportunity Area (i.e. 5,000 jobs or 2,500 

new homes or a combination), as both Outline Applications prove. The land allocation 

process therefore establishes a direct connection between the mental reality of ‘brownfield 

land’, determined by a growth-led agenda, and its physical reality. In other words, the sites 

are ‘brownfield sites’ because they provide enough physical space for the allocation of land 

uses needed in London – i.e. residential uses. 

To explore the individual experiences of these sites and their conceptual dimension, 

the research carried out a total of 38 semi-structured interviews. These interviews tried to 

cover all the voices and interests recognised in the regulatory framework (i.e. Landowners, 

Tenants, Regulators, Mediators, the Affected). However, the voice of the Tenants was not 



part of the analysis in the end because there was no one available for an interview, as 

explained above. The questions asked to the different actors included in each group of voices 

revolved around their experiences of the sites and their transformation process. The thematic 

analysis of the answers regarding the experiences of the sites (i.e. Narratives of the Site) 

illustrates how the mental and the physical dimensions of ‘brownfield land’ shape its social 

dimension. In other words, the analysis of the Narratives of the Site explains the production 

of the vacant land construct in London. On the other hand, the thematic analysis of the 

answers regarding the experiences of the process (i.e. Narratives of the Process) illustrates 

how the construct affects the way the transformation takes place. In both case studies, the 

analysis reveals alignments and misalignments between the groups’ Narratives, which 

illustrate the existing consensuses and conflicts surrounding each brownfield site. Or as 

Lefebvre put it, “the conflicts immanent to space” (Lefebvre, 1991 [1974]:365).  

For the sake of brevity, the steps taken to conduct the thematic analysis of the 

interviews have not been included in this paper. Nevertheless, it is worth explaining the 

meaning of ‘theme’. A theme represents a pattern of meanings shared across a group (Braun 

and Clarke 2006). In this research, the themes provide the groups’ shared experience about 

the phenomenon of study – the vacant sites of Battersea Power Station and Silvertown Quays. 

These themes therefore illustrate the way each voice in the regulatory framework (i.e. 

Landowners, Regulators, Mediators, the Affected) produces their own vacant land construct 

(Table 2). The comparison across the groups’ themes in each case study, and between the 

themes of the two vacant sites, allows the research to explain the production of the vacant 

land construct in London. 

[Table 2 near here] 

This comparison reveals that all the different constructs can be group in two modes of 

production: a dynamic one, underpinning the constructs of the Affected in both case studies; 



and a static once, which underpins the constructs for the rest of the groups. The dynamic 

vacant land construct of the Affected portrays the past, the present, and the future as a 

continuous flow where change leave a mark that shapes whatever comes next. For example, 

the Affected in Silvertown Quays lack past experiences of the Docks. The closure of the 

Royal Docks triggered a mass migration of workers to Essex and wiped out the memories of 

the Dock’s thriving past. As a result, the Affected understand Silvertown in the present as a 

place with no meaning for them, as a sign of disregard towards them. Their negative 

experiences of the past and the present make them hopeful and fearful about the future 

Silvertown Quays. They acknowledge the positive physical impact that the transformation 

will bring about, but they believe they will not benefit from it because disregard is what the 

site symbolises for them. In their narrative, the ambivalent future is shaped by the past and 

the present to a certain extent, but it remains open.  

Conversely, the constructs of the rest of the groups are static products. Mediators, 

Regulators, and Landowners treat the past, present, and future as independent stages. Time 

does not flow from past, to present, to future; they do not affect each other. Time is conceived 

as a series of independent stages, which means that they can happen in simultaneity (Massey 

1999, Massey 2005). Consequently, Silvertown’s construct is a Ripe Opportunity for 

Mediators because “now is the appropriate time” to bring about a future “new piece of city” 

on that empty site. Equally, Mediators portray Battersea as a New Iconic Place because they 

are replacing a “blank canvas” with a “new town” around an “iconic building”. In both cases, 

past, present, and future form a closed system that portrays ‘change’ as a foretold story 

(Massey 1999, Massey 2005), where the future ‘good place’ is both the end and the start 

point for the transformation of the ‘bad place’. The future shapes the present and the past, not 

the other way around (Abram, 2014). The process is therefore time-less (Massey 2005).  



In sum, the production of vacant land constructs in London is primarily characterised 

by a time-less understanding of space. As a result, past, present, and future are not treated as 

a continuous temporal flow, but as self-contained, independent stages. Consequently, they 

can be arranged in the best way to facilitate the delivery of a pre-determined end-product. In 

the time-less understanding of Silvertown and Battersea, past-present happens simultaneously 

with the future. For that reason, both sites are portrayed as ‘bad places’ and ‘good places’ at 

the same time, which reinforces the argument for transformation (Blomley 2004) and justifies 

the delivery of enormous growth on the sites. 

The transformation process of vacant land in London 

The comparison between the Narratives of the Process (Table 3) in both case studies 

reveals that the way the groups conceptualise ‘change’ affects the way they understand 

vacant land, and vice versa. For example, the negative symbol that Silvertown represents for 

the Affected correlates with their negative understanding and attitude towards its 

transformation. Similarly, the fantastic economic opportunity that Battersea represents for the 

Landowners also correlates with their understanding of its transformation as an ongoing 

process of value creation. In this way, the analysis illustrates Massey’s point when she 

explains that “the way we think about space matters” because it determines our engagement 

with the world (Massey 2005). In this research, it determines the groups’ engagement with 

the two vacant sites. 

[Table 3 near here] 

The analysis also shows that the groups’ experiences of the process have to do with 

the way their social relations in land are regulated. For example, the dwelling experiences and 

sense of belonging of the Affected are recognised in the planning system as legitimate 

interests in land. However, their voice in the transformation of the sites is weak. The Affected 

know their voice is on the sidelines of the plan making and decision taking processes. They 



see the consultation events as a form of ‘tokenism’ (Arnstein 1969) and not genuine 

participation. As a result, they generally adopt a resigned and cynic attitude towards the 

transformation of the sites. This resigned attitude shapes their negative constructs and 

negative experiences of the transformation process (Tables 2 and 3). The rest of the groups 

show a more positive attitude that is also linked with the way their social relations in land are 

regulated. For example, Mediators’ relations are also recognised as legitimate interests, but 

their voice is given a direct input in the transformation of the sites. Creating a new place 

becomes their main objective in their relationship with land. This positive and proactive role, 

in stark contrast with the role of the Affected, results in positive constructs and attitudes 

towards transformation. In sum, the regulatory framework emerges as a critical factor in the 

conceptualisation of space and time. The way it regulates social relations in land has an 

impact on their understanding of land and its transformation. In this way, Massey’s idea 

works in a biunivocal way: our understanding of space (and time) shapes our politics, but our 

politics shape our understanding of space (and time) too.  

The analysis also reveals that the static conceptualisation of transformation 

determines the way change is delivered on the ground. Reining in change to deliver a pre-

determined end product becomes the only alternative to reconcile a static understanding of 

the built environment with its dynamic nature. The filtering of any interest different to the 

ones of the end product becomes a necessary strategy in the delivery of the transformation 

projects. For example, the Development Agreement in Silvertown Quays, between the GLA, 

TSP, Newham Council, and Transport for London (TfL) provides ‘fixed itineraries’ 

(Murdoch and Abram 2002) that pre-empt discussions and therefore filter out interests that 

are not recognised in those documents. In this way, potential investors are ruled out from the 

process if their investment interests are not in line with the end product of the Development 

Agreement. Community consultation processes are also another way to filter out interests. 



For example, Battersea’s development company (an actor included in the group of Mediators) 

set up their own community group to liaise with the community, the Battersea Power Station 

Community Forum (BPSCF). However, access to this group is by invitation only and this 

process is managed by a public relations company (i.e. Cascade Communications). Members 

of other very critical community groups - i.e. Battersea Power Station Community Group 

(BPSCG) - complained about being excluded from the meetings between the developer and 

BPSCF. Perhaps not surprisingly, the representatives of Wandsworth Council (who form part 

of the Regulators group) had the impression that the development had not stirred too much 

opposition.  

The times-less understanding of the transformation process also means that the 

delivery of the projects is characterised by a relentless struggle to keep safeguard the end 

product from the changes to the context. For instance, Mediators in Silvertown talked about 

their constant efforts to ensure the viability of the project all the way through. Costs vary over 

time, not only because of changes in the economic context but also because of unexpected 

problems that are bound to arise in the delivery of any large-scale transformation process. 

However, TSP conceives Silvertown as a “business stream” where costs and income streams 

are in equilibrium. Consequently, things like affordable housing are pitted against things like 

transport infrastructure, despite their very different nature and purpose in the future site. In 

this way, any future raise of constructions costs would result in a likely reduction of 

affordable housing to keep the equilibrium between costs and income. 

In all, the Narratives of the Process reveals that the static conceptualisation of 

transformation limits the possibilities for questioning the end product that the process is 

trying to achieve (Massey 1999, 2005). These possibilities are filtered out in an attempt to 

lead the transformation process towards a pre-determined end product. The role of the 

regulatory framework emerges as a crucial factor in the rolling out of this static delivery of 



change and in the way the groups understand space, through the way their relationships in 

land are recognised and managed.  

Conclusions. 

By taking a constructivist approach to the vacant land phenomenon, the research has 

illustrated how this land use that is not just a piece of measurable physical space, but it also 

bears the interests, hopes, fears, and memories of the different actors related to each vacant 

site. More importantly, this constructivist approach has also made evident the impact of the 

regulatory framework on those interests, hopes, fears and memories and how that affects the 

way we think about land. As the research shows, the regulation of rights and interests on land 

has an impact on the attitude towards land transformation, which in turn affects the way 

(vacant) land is conceived. 

In addition, the research illustrates the profound impact of a time-less understanding 

of space on the way we think and act on land. The case studies show how a time-less 

understanding of space results in a vacant land construct dominated by its regulatory concept, 

in which all that matters is the scale of the site and the amount of growth it can deliver. 

Moreover, the time-less understanding of space has an impact on the way change is delivered 

on the ground. The filtering of interests and factors that could divert the process from its pre-

determined outcome become the necessary strategies to reconcile the dynamic reality of the 

built environment with its time-less understanding. The regulatory framework once again 

plays a crucial enabling role in this process.  

Drawing on the findings from the research, this paper argues for a re-problematisation 

of the vacant land phenomenon. The impact of the regulatory framework on the way vacant 

land is constructed and mobilised, coupled with the growth-led agenda that underpins that 

framework, has turned the concept of ‘brownfield land’ in London into a powerful 

mechanism to create land for growth. For this reason, vacant land should no longer be looked 



at as a ‘failure’, but as one of the ‘tools’ the regulatory framework employs to bring about 

economic growth. Recognising the instrumentality of vacant land in the debates around 

scarcity and growth in London would call into question the ‘objective’ designation and 

allocation of brownfield land in the city. This in turn could help strengthen the arguments 

against the ‘necessary’ transformation of those designated ‘brownfield sites’, which usually 

contain all sort of ‘low value uses’ - e.g. small manufacturing industries in London - that do 

not conform with the growth-led agenda of the regulatory framework. 

The paper finally calls for more research on ways to conceive transformation 

processes with open-ended outcomes. Taking this dynamic understanding of urban change, 

would open up the possibility to think of urban land as a product of social relations over time, 

rather than a mere support for activities. This would challenge the use of scale and location of 

a site as the key factors in the allocation process of land, which would challenge the growth-

led agenda of the regulatory system in turn. In such a dynamic and non-growth-led 

understanding of urban change, the ‘problem of vacant land’ would cease to exist.  
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