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Preface

Impact Statement

Abstract
The research into self-build housing in this thesis was undertaken in the
context of a perceived housing crisis in Britain. The shortage of decent,
affordable new dwellings is widespread but particularly extreme in inner
London. Hoxton, a diverse neighbourhood in the London Borough of
Hackney, was thus selected as a suitable location for the examination of its
urban topography and to develop designs for self-build housing. This was
in part due to the author being a resident and former member of the local
council, and also because of the completion in 2012 of my own self-built
house/office in the locality.
Four headings – Land, Delivery, Finance and Design – were used to govern
the initial design approach and to provide the structure for the thesis. The
initial hypothesis was that there were numerous small under-used sites within
the study area which could be developed by self-builders. These sites in
Hoxton were initially identified through a series of walking tours, recording
potential sites in photographs. The sites were subsequently tested to explore
their potential for housing designs by using simple, volumetric, threedimensional digital models. Results confirmed the initial hypothesis, with
space for around 280 potential dwellings being identified across almost 50
sites, most owned by the local council. Some sites were vacant while others
held infrequently occupied garages, community halls and such like.
There is an imperative in any potential construction project to involve local
residents, and so – after studying useful British case-studies – a series of
public engagement exercises and local exhibitions were undertaken to find
potential self-builders and understand potential objections. Ultimately a
number of the sites were explored to propose detailed architectural designs,
leading to various planning applications, and engaging the Mayor of Hackney
and local councillors in the goal of creating a local pilot project for self-build
housing.
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This PhD thesis aims to make a variety of impacts on both the UCL academic
community and also in terms of a wider exploration of urban design
implemented by creating ambitious and innovative projects for self-built
housing in small, unused sites in cities like London.
The academic impact of the thesis was felt in the way that it could
demonstrate to fellow students on the Bartlett School of Architecture’s PhD
by Architectural Design programme the benefits of engaging in wide-ranging
research methodologies that involved, inter alia, speculative design, the
physical prototyping of housing elements, and the formulation of design
proposals that were actually put forward to be built in the case-study area
selected for the thesis: i.e. Hoxton in the London Borough of Hackney.
As an integral part of the design process for this series of drawn or
constructed self-build housing projects, my research involved me in a
substantial period of public engagement either through public consultation
exercises with local people in Hoxton or through exhibitions in a community
arts venue, PEER Gallery. The aim of this public engagement was to raise
awareness of self-build housing and to find out what residents would
generally like to see happen in regard to new urban housing in the area.
A further intention was to inform future local authority policy towards urban
planning and self-built housing. To a sizeable degree, this impact has
already happened, largely through my close contact with the current Mayor
of Hackney and various local councillors, although the thesis also documents
the substantial resistance to my ideas that I encountered from local authority
bureaucrats.
This intense level of ‘real world’ engagement is still relatively rare in
architectural schools like the Bartlett, and hence this PhD thesis, although
not totally unique in its aims and methods, goes a long way towards showing
how design research in universities can be applied in actual cities, and how
the results of these research applications can then be evaluated. The wider
impacts of this housing, in terms of refining and promoting ideas about
self-built housing, are most likely to occur in coming years in the context
of London and the United Kingdom more broadly – although they may well
be equally relevant to other densely populated conurbations in countries
elsewhere.
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Introduction

Much of the discussion in this thesis is centred around the architectural
projects which I have undertaken. It attempts to determine a context for
self-built homes on publicly owned small sites around the second decade
of the twenty-first century. As a design-led academic thesis the inevitable
need to undertake potentially lengthy built projects, whilst time-limited in
reaching suitable conclusions, leaves some elements in a state of evolution.
Conclusions are nevertheless drawn which, it is hoped, will add something
coherent to solving the problems associated with delivering sufficient housing
to reduce an acute shortage in London and the wider United Kingdom.

of Hackney Council’s planning sub committee and as someone who has
undertaken a self-build project in a location close by.
Research by exploration or measurements in the context of this thesis
has tended to mean undertaking speculative projects and documenting
the outcomes. In some cases these have been building designs, and in
others public engagement events. The results have been used to inform the
research or have been the basis for subsequent activities.
Testing the hypothesis is similar in many respects to research by exploration
or measurements but has tended to be more in depth examinations of a
longer duration.

An architect at the centre of a research process

The impact statement uses somewhat different terminology to describe
what are essentially the same methods. Speculative design covers research
by exploration, the physical prototyping of housing elements is a form of
hypothesis testing, with the formulation of design proposals required as the
basis for both.

This thesis was conceived shortly after the completion of my own self-built
house. Like many projects the research began in a somewhat ad-hoc fashion
in the hope that I would find a sense of direction as the work progressed.
It became clear in the early stages that my own position and experience
in the world of architecture, education and politics would be an important
ingredient. During that ad-hoc period the nature of my research methods
was evolving in the context of established and emerging design research.
The considered results would thus need to be gathered from my undertaking
relevant design experiments.

The notion of auto-ethnography provides a helpful justification for my making
use of personal experience in the research. As an architect it is invariably true
that the connection between enthusiasm for the subject and the undertaking
of practice whether paid or as a hobby is strong.
My own history includes periods of activism in relation to the AIDS crisis
in Britain in the early 1990s which included the construction of props for
events staged by the AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT-UP)3 and my
subsequent participation, on one occasion as a fully costumed sailor required
to learn column movements and march through the thronged streets of
Manchester. My subsequent architectural history thesis featured the work
of General Idea,4 a Canadian group whose art practice included beauty
pageants and a significant work around living with AIDS in the early 1990s.
Thus I was no stranger to activism and politics and in the context of this thesis
quickly re-learned the potential for both interest and results which could be
achieved using the right methods.

My method should be considered to be a form of auto-ethnography as
described by Amanda Coffey in The ethnographic self.1 Coffey considers,
amongst other matters, the researcher as both active participant and
observer and the notion of a ‘confessional tale’2. It is possible to define at
least part of my process as: 1. hypothesis; 2. lived experience; 3. research by
exploration or measurements; and, 4. testing the hypothesis.
In this context hypotheses are likely to consist of the selection of sites, within
a defined study area, which will then form the basis of building proposals. In
some cases these may be very basic massing studies, and in others detailed
designs.
Lived experience provides a necessary context for the hypotheses as
being resident in the study area provides an understanding of what might
be acceptable and what can potentially be achieved. This is informed by
my experience as a local councillor who spent a period of time as the Chair

3
Bishopsgate Institute (2021) Act-Up London Archive Archival Material. London: Bishopsgate
Institute. Available at: https://www.bishopsgate.org.uk/collections/act-up-london-archive (Accessed: April
2021).
4
Bayer, F., Ritchie, C., Bronson, A. A., Art Gallery of Ontario, h. i. i. b. and Art Gallery of Toronto.
(1997) The search for the spirit : General Idea 1968-1975 / guest curator, Fern Bayer ; organized by
Christina Ritchie. Toronto : Art Gallery of Ontario.

1
Coffey, A. (1999). The ethnographic self : fieldwork and the representation of identity, London,
SAGE Publications Ltd.
2
ibid.
Fig 1. An ‘Action’ undertaken by Act-Up Manchester in 1995
outside the then North West Regional Health Authority
Headquarters, highlighting government inaction around HIV/AIDS..
(Image from Wellcome Collection).
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Fig 2. Hackney Housing Strategy.
This document is designed to set
out Hackney’s plans for housing
for the five years following the
production of the plan. It will be
expected to influence all aspects of
council policy from town planning to
refuse collection as well as setting
expectations for the provision of
housing.

Housing in Hoxton in the 2010s: the context of this thesis
Using the context of the management and production of public housing
in the United Kingdom in the early twenty-first century this thesis explores
the potential for surplus land, generally in the ownership of local councils,
to provide additional housing. To avoid the research being undertaken in
a rather general and wide ranging fashion a small area of a single London
borough forms the basis of the study. When the research for this thesis began
in 2014 there was an acute shortage of affordable housing in London and
particularly inner London boroughs5. Hoxton and the larger surrounding area
of Shoreditch was chosen as an area which displayed characteristics typical
of the conditions in such boroughs.
Despite the passage of six years during which two general elections
have taken place where housing was high on the political agenda, the
situation largely persists in 2020. During the period of the research, central
government has consistently supported the notion of self-building or
custom-building, passing legislation to encourage local authorities to maintain
registers of interested parties, and provide appropriate policies in local
development plans6. This is discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.
As a Shoreditch resident and former member of Hackney Council I am able
to benefit from both existing contacts and local knowledge which provides a
good starting point for the research. I am also an architect with experience of
producing self-build housing. This interest in undertaking construction began
with undertaking small projects including the renovation of four dwellings
between 1986 and 2000 and recently included the development of my own
house and small office in London described in Chapter 4.
The study area in Hoxton, also described in more detail in Chapter 2, consists
of both historic and contemporary buildings, having been subject to World
War II bombing and subsequent estate clearance projects, as well as a range
of urban landscape conditions.
During the period of the research there have also been changes to local
government finance allowing councils more freedom to construct housing.
The London Borough of Hackney has embarked on an ambitious series of
projects to renew parts of its housing stock. This research looks beyond these
projects to smaller sites, often overlooked, despite being in the council’s
5
GLA Economics (2016). The value of land and housing in London. London.
6
House of Commons Library (2017) Research Briefing - Self-build and custom build housing
(England). London: House of Commons Library. Available at: https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/
research-briefings/sn06784/ (Accessed: November 2020).
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c. 17

ELIZABETH II

Self-build and Custom Housebuilding
Act 2015
2015 CHAPTER 17
An Act to place a duty on certain public authorities to keep a register of
individuals and associations of individuals who wish to acquire serviced plots
of land to bring forward self-build and custom housebuilding projects and to
place a duty on certain public authorities to have regard to those registers in
carrying out planning and other functions.
[26th March 2015]

B

E IT ENACTED by the Queen’s most Excellent Majesty, by and with the advice and
consent of the Lords Spiritual and Temporal, and Commons, in this present
Parliament assembled, and by the authority of the same, as follows:—

1

Registers of persons seeking to acquire land to build a home
(1)

Each relevant authority must keep a register of—
(a) individuals, and
(b) associations of individuals (including bodies corporate that exercise
functions on behalf of associations of individuals),
who are seeking to acquire serviced plots of land in the authority’s area in
order to build houses for those individuals to occupy as homes.

(2)

Each relevant authority must publicise its register under this section.

(3)

Relevant authorities are—
(a) district councils;
(b) county councils in England so far as they are councils for an area for
which there are no district councils;
(c) London borough councils;
(d) the Common Council of the City of London;
(e) the Council of the Isles of Scilly.

Fig 3. Self-build and Custom
Housing Act 2015. - UK Government
Act of Parliament affecting English
local councils and requiring them
to maintain registers of those
interested in self-building.

ownership. Further there is an expectation that there will be a role for future
occupiers in the construction of their homes.
Generally known as self-build, the contribution made by sweat equity to the
production of homes is key to the discussion here and is explored through
the proposed building procurement method. The initial expectation that such
sweat equity can reduce the cost of building and that local authority owned
land can be made available at no cost or at a low cost is also central to the
design proposals.
The definition of self-build is difficult to report on as it has many connotations.
Michaela Benson’s interim report on Creating a Nation of Self-Builders7
highlights the problems with a lack of definition. She prefers to use the term
self-procurement which helps to define the occupier as the person who
facilitates the creation of the home. It may be this role could be as designer,
project manager or constructor. The UK Government has also coined the
phrase ‘custom-build’ which could mean a housebuilder simply allowing a
future occupier a choice of bricks or a range of kitchens with no suggestion
that they might lift a screwdriver or paint brush8.
The research here anticipates a range of roles in the production of homes
on council-owned sites. For instance the local authority might begin the
procurement and building process and then allow the future occupier to
take over after foundations are complete. Several case studies are therefore
included which envisage models of building construction with a variety of
roles for the occupier.
Since the beginning of the twenty-first century there has bee an increasing
discussion of the role of the architect as a professional and the potential
for their role and that of other cultural activists to become interchangeable.
Miessen et al. make clear in their set of essays entitled ‘Did Someone Say
Participate?’9 published in 2006 that there is inherent value in architects
eschewing conventional practice and non-architects participating in spatial
practice. It is in this context that I willingly stray into the territory of both town
planning and community participation and also provide a useful link back to
my 1990s activism.
7
Benson, M. (2015) Creating a Nation of Self-Builders, London: Goldsmiths.
8
Association, L. G. (2016) Planning for Self- and Custom-build housing. Leeds, UK: Local
Government Association. Available at: https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/planning-selfand-custom--edc.pdf (Accessed: November 2020).
9
Miessen, M. and Basar, S. (2006) Did someone say participate? : An Atlas of Spatial Practice
: a report from the front lines of cultural activism looks at spatial practitioners who actively trespass into
neighboring or alien fields of knowledge. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.

Fig 4. The Study Area in Hoxton,
London. The red line defines an
area of approximately one kilometre
bounded by Great Eastern Street,
Kingsland Road, New North Road
and the Regent’s Canal in the
London Borough of Hackney.
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have on the built environment whilst making use of the skills I possess. Any
perceived arrogance or sense of megalomania in assuming such a right is,
it is hoped, counterbalanced by what is discovered and its potential value in
the longer term. The degree to which I have been successful is discussed
later in the thesis. Like most design work there is an element of activity which
could be considered unnecessary or indeed may have been futile. However
it is often these steps that provide the experiences which will ultimately help
achieve the final goals.

The design research context
The primary medium undertaken here is a series of projects which differ from
more traditional forms of text-based academic research. The value of design
research in architecture has been much discussed, both in the academic
context and wider fields,10 and it is in this vein that the projects in this thesis
are undertaken. The explorations vary and include building designs, the
exploration of possible building sites, and the process of engaging both with
the owners of these sites and nearby residents.
In Spatial Agency, Awam, et al.11 highlight the widening nature of what can
be considered to be architecture projects. The explorations which inform
this thesis vary from the undertaking of small constructions to aid public
participation, to attempts to obtain planning consent for small sites, as well
as trying to lobby local politicians. Thus they are undoubtedly of this ilk and
grounded in and intended to become extensions to my own architecture
practice. Examples such as the Centre for Alternative Technology12, which
began as an experimental community and evolved into a site for learning
by example, share common ground with the projects undertaken as part
of this thesis research. Blue House Yard (Fig 6) is a more contemporary
example where Jan Kattein Architects worked with Haringey Council to create
affordable workspaces which were both designed and built by the practice.
At the beginning of this process I spent relatively little time in forward
planning, preferring instead to use the various activities as a means of
discovery, anticipating introducing a more structured approach as the thesis
progressed. In his book about design research Murray Fraser describes such
research as being ‘not a linear process’, 13 a situation I have found familiar
in my career as an architect. The notion that research can be both ‘forwards
and backwards looking’ is also discussed and it is in this manner that I set out
to explore the subject matter.
In most cases my role in this thesis is as the instigator of projects. It might be
considered necessary to justify this role particularly where there is no obvious
local appetite for change. As with much architectural design research, this
work is about discovering what is possible and the effect the work might
10
Fraser, M., (ed) (2013) Design research in architecture : an overview. London: Ashgate.
11
Awan, N, Schneider, T. & Till, J. (2011) Spatial agency : other ways of doing architecture,
London, Routledge.
12
Centre for Alternative Technology (2021) About Us. Available at: https://cat.org.uk/about-us/
what-we-do/.
13
Fraser, M., (ed) (2013) Design research in architecture : an overview. London: Ashgate.
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Fig 5. Buckland Court, Shoreditch is
a multi-storey housing block typical
of those built in the period after
World War II with dwellings arranged
with deck access for communal
stairs and landings. Each block
has communal blocks of garages
arranged nearby.

Research questions
I decided early in this research process to divide the analysis of the projects
undertaken into the four broad headings of Land, Finance, Design and
Delivery. The research questions do not however map exactly to each of
these individual headings but instead each contributes, in part, to creating
the bigger picture.
1. Site finding
Can sites be identified which are not currently considered suitable or
whose ownership is not clear, where self-building offers a solution to their
development? What kind of engagement process is required to ensure such
projects are acceptable to local communities?
This research question is considered under the general heading of Land
and as such is mainly explored in Chapter 2. Establishing a suitable sitefinding methodology occupied a considerable time in the early phases of this
research. The initial investigations focused on using existing methodologies
that were common to geographic information systems (GIS) and property
gazetteers.14 The area chosen for study is Hoxton in the south of the London
Borough of Hackney. Here there were, and continue to be, numerous
sites worthy of examination. A small sample set of sites were visited and
photographed to help inform the initial design methodology. What was quickly
identified was the need to collect the data in a way which followed an industry
standard methodology and was above all three-dimensional. The proximity of
neighbouring buildings of varying heights, with windows and gardens subject
to ‘rights of light’, also needed to be taken into account.
The process of establishing a good data collection method is further explored
14
Geoplace (2016) National Street Gazetteer. Available at: https://www.geoplace.co.uk/
addresses-streets/streets/national-street-gazetteer (Accessed: July 2016).

Fig 6. Blue House Yard - Jan Kattein
Architects’ self-instigated project
creating affordable workspace.
Image: Jan Kattein Architects

in Chapter 2. Use is made of readily available and up-to-date datasets
provided by the UK Ordnance Survey15 as the basis of the three dimensional
model which is augmented with site detail. This provides a dimensionally
correct complex model which is geo-referenced to the UK National Grid,
allowing other mapped data to be easily aligned.

Fig 7. Pop-up museum in a milk
float used by the group A Space for
Us parked in Goods Way, London.
Passing visitors were encouraged
to talk to the stall holders and
complete an online questionnaire
about a future museum for nearby
Somers Town. The milk float looked
interesting and attracted interest
despite the slightly chaotic set-up.

Building Information Modelling (BIM), more commonly used in the building
industry since it was mandated for government projects in the UK16, has
produced computer software which is designed to model and contain
data-rich three-dimensional objects and record their properties on associated
schedules. Different BIM software has therefore been evaluated as part of this
thesis as part of exploring how to represent finished designs.
A short-term research assistant helped explore the method of using this
software to record the sites. The initial expectation was that the results of
the site-gathering exercise could be made available through a web-based
interface. This would enable exploration of the particular location and give
access to the various forms of collected data including images, dimensions,
property ownership, and ultimately building proposals. Such proposals would
include those which have been submitted for planning permission. In the end
however this was found to be technically unfeasible within the scope of the
thesis. Yet the ‘Future Hoxton’ project, undertaken at the PEER gallery and
described in Chapter 3, provided an effective analogue alternative.
The outcome of the site-finding exercise was an examination of 49 potential
plots within the study area. In each case a notional volume was placed on
the site and the resulting area compared to the Greater London Authority’s
housing standard. This allowed the number of possible new dwellings in
the study area to be calculated. The complete results are included in the
discussion in Chapter 2.
2. Making coherent local policy
What is the role of Local Authorities in facilitating and enabling self-building
with specific reference to the study area in Hoxton?
This question is being considered under the headings of Land, Finance and
Delivery.
15
Digimap (2016) Digimap Ordnance Survey Collection. Available at: https://digimap.edina.ac.uk/
historic (Accessed: September 2016).
16
UK Infrastructure and Projects Authority (2016) ‘Government Construction Strategy 2016-20’.
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In 2020 the prevailing attitude continues to be in favour of self-building or
custom-building, as expressed in current housing policy, at both national and
local levels in the UK. Indeed the 2015 Self-Build and Custom House Building
Act17 requires local authorities to keep a register of parties who are interested
in self-build and custom-build, and to pay regard to such a register when
dealing with housing and planning policy as well as planning applications.
Housing policy during the period of the research is discussed in Chapter 2.
There are a number of local and county councils who are actively pursuing
self-build housing projects. One specific case study is Graven Hill18 which is
under development by Cherwell District Council in Oxfordshire, and which
proposes to facilitate the self-building of up to 1900 homes on a brownfield
site. This is discussed in detail along with other examples in Chapter 1.
The study area for this thesis contains several housing estates run by the
London Borough of Hackney (LBH).The borough contains all the sites
currently under examination. It has been presumed that the local authority
will have a role to play in deciding what, if any, sites might be worthy of
consideration for self-build housing projects. There is a further working
assumption that a form of partnership in any pilot project will exist with
LBH. A proposed method has been tested through two projects which are
covered in detail in Chapters 5 and 6. To date several local councillors in the
Hoxton East and Shoreditch ward have engaged with the thesis research,
visiting both the pop-up market stall in February 2016 and the ‘Future Hoxton’
exhibition in July 2017. Opportunities have also arisen to engage with the
elected Mayor of Hackney and council officers with this being generally
discussed in Chapter 3. The specific issues around engaging with the local
authority including influencing policy making are further covered in Chapter 6.
A project at Church Grove in Lewisham is also examined.19 The project is
proposed on a formerly council-owned site that has been sold to a community
organisation, the Rural Urban Synthesis Society (RUSS) which is proposing
a multi-storey self-built housing scheme open to participants. This project
has provided the opportunity for some active research into current activities,
including taking part in building a community hub on the site, and in
attending co-design and project planning sessions.

17
HM Government (2015) Self-Build and Custom House Building Act 2015. London: HM
Government.
18
Graven Hill self-build event February 14th 2015 Graven Hill Oxon.
19
Rural Urban Synthesis Society, Church Grove Project, http://www.theruss.org/housing-projects/
		
church-grove/ (Accessed April 2016)
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3. Developing architectural designs
Do exemplary architectural designs and building methods need to be found
which are applicable to a wide range of more complex and highly dense
urban locations, and what can architects contribute to the proposed self-build
revolution?
This question is being considered under the headings of Design, Finance and
Delivery.
There are numerous examples of housing schemes, on complex and small
sites, which can to be evaluated to inform designs for the sites identified in
the study. These proposed designs will use good housing practice and a
high level of architectural skill to produce convincing proposals. The house
and office project described in Chapter 4 and completed in 2010, offers a
particularly pertinent case study as it involved me as both architect and selfbuilder.
Propositional architectural designs provide an opportunity to present a
vision for the project and are useful in explaining ideas to stakeholders.
On occasion various governments or institutions rise to the challenge. For
example, the 60k house project20 undertaken in 2005 at the behest of the
then deputy prime minister John Prescott led to a flurry of activity, by volume
house builders and others, to demonstrate that a family house could be
delivered for £60,000. At Auburn University in Alabama a $20,000 home21,
designed by their Rural Studio team, attempts to deliver homes for a tiny
budget helping residents escape from the tyranny of expensive rental in a
part of the USA where land is cheap.
Two sites identified in the site-finding exercise are explored in this thesis. The
site at the Harman Street Estate, also discussed in Chapter 4, was looked at
with a view to testing the potential for council support, whereas the site at the
rear of Diana House followed the relationship begun with PEER during the
‘Future Hoxton’ event. The latter site is discussed in Chapter 6. The market
stall discussed in Chapter 3 also led to a drawing of a proposal for a site at
Stanway Street which formed the basis of part of the engagement process.
The first two proposals were conceived and have been modelled using
Bentley OpenBuildings Designer in an attempt to maintain the use of digital
modelling software reliant on components and capable of reporting quantities
and potentially building costs.
20
21

Robertson, G. (2009) The 60k Challenge, Inside Housing.
Rural Studio (2020) 20K Projects (Accessed: September 2020).
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Fig 8. Walters Way looking from
Honor Oak Park. The entrance is
at the top of the sloping site which
contains thirteen homes built using
Walter Segal’s method. (Author’s
photograph)

The need to engage with the London Borough of Hackney as the local
planning authority was earlier identified as being paramount. The UK’s
current Housing and Planning Bill contains the expectation of ‘suitable
development permission in respect of enough serviced plots of land to meet
the demand for self-building and custom housebuilding in the authority’s
area’22. Chapter 4 therefore explains the experience of obtaining planning
consent for the site at Harman Street Estate.
4. Construction
Can modern methods of construction be used to simplify and speed up the
production of self-build homes reducing the pressure on self-builders? Is
there a role for computer modelling and design technologies to allow greater
freedoms to the self-builder as designer. Should self-building enable home
owners to be more creative with the design of their houses, thereby allowing
for more diversity in housing production?
This research question is considered under the headings of Design and
Delivery.
The techniques required to construct the intended building projects have
also been explored through the production of the actual building designs.
Elemental’s housing at Quinta Monroy in Chile (Fig 9) has shown that there
is the potential for self-builders and building contractors to erect different
elements of the same scheme.23 A method which begins with a reinforced
concrete frame or a cross-laminated timber structure provided by the local
council was hence used as the basis of the developed examples. Crosslaminated timber is explored as Hackney actively encourages the use of
timber as a building material and indeed operates a ‘wood first’ policy.24
This initial framework can be designed and serviced to permit relatively safe
occupation from the outset of the project, which in turn allows the future
occupants then to install elements such as the windows and doors, insulation
panels, internal sub divisions and various finishes. The space within the
frame, which could perhaps be best described as an ‘elevated serviced
plot’, could thus be rented out or leased to the self-builders who would be
responsible for providing the remainder of the dwellings.
22
Housing and Planning Bill 2015-16, HM Government.
23
Lepik,Andres (2010.) Small scale, big change : new architectures of social engagement,
Birkhäuser
24
Hackney Puts Wood First, Press Release London Borough of Hackney, http://apps.hackney.
gov.uk/servapps/newspr/NewsReleaseDetails.aspx?id=2437 (Accessed April 2016)
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This method has many similarities with the sort of leasehold arrangements
that are common to multi-occupied dwellings in London, as well as many
council-owned dwellings leased to occupants through the ‘Right-to-Buy’
scheme.25 In most of these models it appears desirable for the local council
to retain partial ownership of the properties. This aspect is explored in
more detail in conjunction with the building designs and financial models in
Chapters 5 and 6.

It will be difficult to evaluate the design proposals without considering how
to deal with housing standards, building regulations and future building
guarantees as well as the likelihood of achieving planning permission. One
of the sites that has been used for this thesis thus explores the likelihood of
achieving the desired Greater London Authority space standards as well as
forming the basis for an ongoing planning application.28 The need for a form
of building guarantee to help remove barriers to finance is likely. Chapter 6
looks at one of the sites, that on the Harman Street Estate, in sufficient detail
to test the likelihood of all these complex requirements being met.

Contemporary self-build practice and proposed interventions

The Harman Street project and its subsequent planning application have
illustrated the more conventional design issues associated with building on
such constrained sites. The fact that projects fulfil a community need and are
self-built does not negate the conventional design issues such as external
appearance, loss of open space, and the disruption caused by construction.
The subsequent chapter thus attempts to illustrate the potential issues so
they may be considered, avoided, or at least mitigated to give these self-build
projects the best chance of success.

The 1980s community self-build schemes designed by Walter Segal and
pioneered by Lewisham Council benefitted from the existence of a Borough
Architect who could give life and support for the construction of Walters
Way and Segal Close.26 These projects are discussed in Chapter 1 and
benefit from an ingenious form of simple timber construction. They also led
to the creation of RUSS, which is now building the project at Church Grove
discussed in more detail later, including my participation in the construction
of a community building on part of the Church Grove site. These are two of
many examples of contemporary activity in the self-building of new homes.
International comparisons include Almere, the much-praised large scale
housing project in The Netherlands discussed in Chapter 4 and the project
undertaken by Elemental at Quinta Monroy identified in Spatial Agency.27 In
the UK there are also numerous projects based on the notion of Community
Land Trusts which endeavour to remove the cost of land from housing
projects. These are explored in more detail in Chapter 1.
In the proposals set out in this thesis research there are some fundamental
assumptions which differ from the more wide ranging self-build schemes. Of
particular note is the assumption that the local authority remains the freehold
landowner and undertakes an element of the construction work. This allows
greater flexibility in the individual ownership of elements of any multi-storey
building. The second assumption is that the sites explored will generally be
small in comparison to, say, the Church Grove project. In addition whilst
exploring several sites, one would be explored in more detail to provide a
potential case study from which lessons could be learned before embarking
on a larger, scalable proposition for multiple sites.
25
Davis,Cathy (2013) Finance for Building, Policy Press
26
Lewisham Self-Build. http://www.jonbroome.co.uk/build32_lewisham_self_build.html (Accessed
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27
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Fig 9. Housing at Quinta Monroy,
Chile. This development, by
architects Elemental is considered
exemplary due to its using a small
budget to build only part of the
clients’ homes. Space was left
between the dwellings on the upper
floors to allow residents to provide
additional space themselves.

The need for a coherent approach to residents’ participation underlies
all housing projects where some kind of change is likely to the local
environment. The assumption in this research is that a more bottom-up
process is favourable despite the obvious instigatory role that I was taking
as the researcher. The extent to which this process might result in local
enthusiasm, or support for any proposed schemes can only really be judged
once some coherent plans exist. The planning application that was in part
intended to trigger responses from neighbours in fact resulted in very little
interest, whilst the ‘Future Hoxton’ project, discussed in Chapter 3, was
largely supported.

28
Mayor of London (2010) London Housing Standards: Interim Edition. London, UK: London
Development Agency.
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Of note is the expectation that widespread public involvement events be
carried out by applicants who are seeking planning permission. Although
some excellent work has been carried out in this area, not least in Pru Chiles’s
work in Sheffield, it is a potentially expensive and complex task for very small
projects.
Ultimately what is clear is the long period required for any locally instigated
project to come to fruition. It is seven years since the design research for
this thesis began, and at the time of writing I am still awaiting a response to
a planning appeal after the second attempt at gaining planning permission
for the site on the Harman Street Estate was refused. In the meantime private
developers and indeed the local authority will have constructed thousands of
homes in and around the study area.
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Chapter 1: Trailblazing Self-Build Housing Projects

This section of the thesis will examine several housing schemes which contain
a self-build or custom-build element. At the time of writing they represent
probably the most useful cross-section of projects which demonstrate good
practice. Although in the context of this design-based thesis it is not essential
to provide an overly precise definition of self-building, nor would such a
stance either be helpful; nonetheless the role of an individual self-builder or
the level of autonomy from a typical developer or social housing provider that
a project might possess such a definition could potentially be very valuable.
It is also useful to assess what emerged in terms of the built result and the
extent to which those involved at the start of a project remained involved at its
completion.

An ethos-based approach: the Segal building method
Although surely far from the first architect to propose that a simplified building
system could free the potential occupant from time-acquired skills usually
associated with building, Walter Segal was undoubtedly a very worthy
protagonist.
Segal’s method, developed from building a temporary house in his own
garden, was thus in effect a construction system which was essentially
based on some very elementary rules. These enabled it to be adaptable to its
occupants and reduced to the level of ideas that everyone could understand
easily.

A further judgement can be made based on when and how the project was
expected to involve the occupant: whether as a member of a co-design team,
as a hands-on constructor, or even perhaps as the initial commissioner of a
project.

The manifestation of this was a timber post-and-beam method, used in much
of Europe until it was displaced by a panel-based construction system in
19802, and with poured concrete and paving slabs as foundations. All the
joints are dry and the construction methods simple, thus not requiring the
skills of time-served tradespeople. Infill panels between the post-and-beam
frame elements are fixed in place by battens. The roof is a loose-laid felt
above flat sheets of composite boards kept in place by a heavy top layer
such as gravel or soil.

Hence the following UK-based case studies will look at the role of both local
and national government in their inception and execution, and at the extent to
which private or not-for-profit partners were involved.

A fundamental feature of the Segal method is to use off-the-shelf panel sizes
to reduce cutting. Thus the ceilings are always 8 feet (2440mm) high. This
modularity, at the heart of Segal’s approach, produces a rectilinear plan
based on 600mm panels with 50mm thick posts. A grid is consequently
created which is sometimes described as tartan 3 forming the overall system
for setting out the building. Partition locations are decided upon using
this grid. Some unconventional results are produced like doors which are
rather narrow for a domestic situation, at just 600mm wide, or used double,
measuring 1200mm. Having said this the 600mm module is very suitable for
kitchen units or clothes storage.

The Lewisham Projects 1979-85
In the late 1970s the London Borough of Lewisham was responsible for
some remarkable self-built projects. Although only around 50 homes were
built, they showcased architect Walter Segal’s constructional method as an
effective tool.
Segal’s ideas were, historically, firmly opposed to the fashion for highdensity high-rise housing widely held at the time, instead proposing a
more humane approach, maintaining high enough densities all near to the
ground. Associated with this was his view that you could design buildings
which related to their surroundings and were also true to the methods
used to create them. This position of opposition to the status quo chimed
with the contemporary writing of the anarchist Colin Ward, who advocated
‘objects whose functioning is transparent; products having a transparency of
operation and repair’ 1.

1
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Ward, C. (1973) Anarchy in action. London: George Allen & Unwin.

Image 1

Fig 10. Walter’s Way, London Open
House 2019. Houses constructed
using Walter Segal’s method are
opened as part of London Open
House to allow visitors to see the
vibrant community. The tree house
illustrates the skills of the selfbuilders who live at the location.
(Photograph by Author)

Another significant feature of Segal’s method is the potential for the occupant
to construct the building themselves. Segal produced a set of structural
calculations for his system, thus removing what would be a difficult task for
the occupant and avoiding the need for an additional expert. A series of onestorey or two-storey frames constructed flat on the ground are then stood up
and braced to form the main building frame. The activity of the standing of the
frames requires a team of people with ropes and timber braces. This process
2
3

Schittich, C. (2005) Building Simply. Basel, Switzerland: Birkhäuser.
McKean, J. (1989) Learning from Segal. Basel, Switzerland: Birkhäuser.
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is extremely well suited to arranging gatherings of amateur constructors since
it is so basic and quick but requires lots of human endeavour. The roof can
be added at this point to afford shelter for the subsequent addition of external
walls, including both solid and transparent panels. This can be undertaken by
one or two individuals potentially at any pace and in conditions sheltered by
the over-sailing roof.

Fig 11. Pages from INFORMATION
FOR THE CONSTRUCTION OF
A ‘SEGAL’ HOUSE produced
by Architype, an architectural
practice who advocated the use
of this method of construction
and designed several buildings
which demonstrated its use. As
well as this document there are
calculations available to satisfy the
building regulations. The guidance
is comprehensive but the building
would not meet modern standards.

The popularity of Segal’s method amongst self-builders is due to this
extremely simple approach. There is technically little need for any scaffolding,
although modern safety concerns have probably changed this in the interim
and tasks can be undertaken on an ad-hoc basis and skills acquired easily.
In John McKean’s book on Learning from Segal 4 there are numerous tales
of the organisation of short-term building teams, including having to enlist
partially intoxicated drinkers from local pubs being promised small sums
of money. Self-building indeed tends to be an ad-hoc process due to the
competing pressures to continue to earn money or care for children, for
example. This in turn helps to explain the long-term popularity of the Segal
building method.
Using Segal’s methods to develop difficult sites
During this enlightened period in the history of the London Borough of
Lewisham, Walter Segal’s methods were employed to good effect to enable
sites, owned by Lewisham Council but considered unsuitable for conventional
development, to be used to create new homes. A crusading local councillor
and architectural historian, Nicholas Taylor, architect Jon Broome and the
aforementioned Colin Ward provided the impetus for groups of residents to
build homes on these sites using Walter Segal’s methods.

4
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What led to Lewisham being willing to undertake such a project is difficult
to determine. It is likely, as in many projects whose political flavour is in
chime with the times, that it was driven by Taylor as the local councillor and
person able to encourage the appropriate decisions to be taken by those
in authority, and then facilitated by Broome and Ward. Of note is the role of
the Assistant Borough Architect, Brian Richardson, who ‘inspired councillors
to back experiments’5. It is worth noting Segal’s view that his work was only
implemented when ‘people somehow have turned up and taken their chance
with me’ 6.
Unlike the more contemporary projects described here there was at the
time less evident national government impetus to undertake self-building.
However, it is worth noting that an amendment to the Income and Corporation
Taxes Act 19707 specifically introduced a clause allowing self-build societies,
approved by the Secretary of State, to be given an exemption on any
corporation tax on income from completed houses occupied by members,
and it also further removed tax on chargeable gains on transfer of houses to
members.

new homes. The 1985 New Towns and Urban Development Corporations Act
hence shifted the emphasis towards the disposal of the state’s assets in New
Towns and away from their development.9

Cherwell District Council
Oxfordshire County Council

In the meantime, the plan for Segal Close, the first Lewisham site, was
grinding through the bureaucratic hurdles of funding and planning. Broome
reminds us in his 2007 report that Walter Segal commented that building the
houses would be the easy part! The project began in 1979 with most of the
plots being provided on a shared ownership basis with mortgages provided
by Lewisham Council.

Bucknall

During the period of the Labour government in the 1970s there had been a
shift away from the construction of New Towns around the edges of large
conurbations to the needs of inner cities. There was also a considerable
debate about the need for the government to acquire and develop land. In
the end it was the election of a new Conservative government in 1979 which
changed the emphasis away from the state providing housing for the working
classes, instead heralding a Right-to-Buy scheme where tenants could buy
their homes form local councils at a big discount. There was a firm steer away
from general improvement areas and large-scale projects to private sector
housebuilders and housing associations as the main method for delivering
5
Collinson, P. (2011) Self-Build: It’s time to go Dutch. London: The Guardian. Available 		
		
at: https://www.theguardian.com/money/2011/nov/25/self-build-go-dutch 			
		
(Accessed: 7th September 2017).
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McKean, J. (1989) Learning from Segal. Basel, Switzerland: Birkhäuser.
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UK Government (1970) Income and Corporation Taxes Act 1970,. London: HMSO.
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Broome, J. and Scrutiny Case Officer (2007) A review of Lewisham Homes and Housing PFIs in
Lewisham Appendix to Scrutiny Report. Lewisham, London: London Borough of Lewisham.
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The projects instigated by Lewisham Council have proved to be inspirational
for self-builders everywhere. The combination of the clever construction
method, ambitious borough architects, and determined supporters led to 27
homes being built by self-builders. Although this may seem like few when
compared with the large housing schemes of the 1960s and early 70s they
have provided a pathway to several subsequent schemes in places like
Ashley Vale in Bristol and Hedgehog in Brighton as well as to other schemes
built with housing associations in Lewisham.

Caversfield
Stratton
Audley

In a report to Lewisham Council’s Overview and Scrutiny Housing subcommittee written in 2007 by Jon Broome and the acting Scrutiny Officer, the
reason for the inception of the project at Segal Close is described as being
‘related to the council buying land during an economic boom which could not
then be developed due to changes the way house building was funded by
government’8.

Fig 13. Graven Hill Plot Passport.
Intended to reduce the burden
of obtaining planning permission
for potential purchasers of sites,
at Graven Hill the plot passport
pre-determines what is permitted,
including the buildings’ dimensions
and materials.

The most recent off-shoot of the early Lewisham projects is being conceived
in nearby Ladywell where the Rural Urban Synthesis Society (RUSS) are
planning a multi-storey self-build project. The founder of RUSS, Kareem
Dayes, was born at Walter’s Way, the second of the Lewisham Council
instigated schemes. This very latest scheme, at Church Grove, is explored in
more detail later in this chapter.

Launton

Graven Hill: Government backed self-building in Oxfordshire

Chesterton
Graven
Hill

At Graven Hill, a former military base near Bicester in Oxfordshire, a
substantial project is being undertaken by Cherwell District Council. It is
substantially more ambitious, in terms of the number of dwellings, than the
1970s Lewisham schemes, albeit with some common ground particularly in
its inception.

Ambrosden

Wendlebury

Fig 12. Bicester Masterplan 2012.
This consultation draft of the plan,
intended to elicit public comment,
shows the large scale proposals
for Bicester including major roads,
railways and green spaces as well
as settlements. Graven Hill can be
seen to the south.

In the period between the completion of Walter’s Way and the proposals
at Graven Hill, relatively little had happened in the way of government
coordination for self-build housing projects. National governments in the UK
during the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s had left subsidised housebuilding to
housing associations who occasionally did undertake self-build schemes.
9
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There are thus a few noteworthy examples, not least at the Broadway Estate
in Tilbury10 which focussed on skills education for the final occupants.
Privately instigated schemes were also moving forward in Bristol, at the
aforementioned Ashley Vale and in a Brighton scheme known simply as
Hedgehog, with the backing of a forward-thinking housing association.

Laying the Foundations: a Housing Strategy for England
Published in 2011, the Coalition Government’s first housing strategy
contained on the summary page for its second section a statement which
promised: ‘Increasing supply: more homes, stable growth’. There was also
a section promising ‘Stronger support for Custom Home Building, including
making available up to £30 million of new funding to support the provision of
short-term project finance on a repayable basis’13.

With the arrival of the Conservative and Liberal Democrat Coalition
Government in 2010 came a renewed interest in self-building. Whether it was
a response to the ever more serious housing shortage in parts of the UK, or a
desire to see the ‘strident’ rewarded, or even a liberal multi-faceted approach
to developing the new homes that were needed, for a moment it seemed selfbuilding was back in fashion.

In October 2012 the members of Cherwell District Council approved a plan to
allow council officers to negotiate to buy the site at Graven Hill formerly used
for Ministry of Defence storage. The council’s director for Bicester specifically
described the large-scale and self-build nature of the proposed scheme as
having opened doors to government support for the project.14

Slightly earlier, in 2006, the Oxfordshire town of Bicester had been identified
as a location for potential development in the South East Regional Spatial
Strategy. At total of 4,900 homes were to be built during the period between
2006 and 2026, that which was envisaged for the strategy to be enacted.
Although regional spatial strategies were abolished by the incoming
government in 2010 the die appears to have been cast. In December 2010 a
report titled Eco Bicester - One Shared Vision11 was published. Although this
did not specifically include the former Ministry of Defence site at Graven Hill it
did set clear expectations for the provision of future housing in the area.

Why would this have been the case? One reason is that in November 2011
then housing minister Grant Shapps had visited Almere in the Netherlands
and commended its self-build ethos. The town had been proclaimed just
a few months earlier in September 2011 by The Guardian as the ‘biggest
low-cost self-build experiment in Europe’.15 Almere was, at the time, thus
the most popular example of how self-build might be able to solve housing
shortages. Little attention was paid to the unconventional nature of the
city’s governance arrangements, in which citizens are highly empowered
through weekly council meetings. There is also a wide range of local political
groupings involved and there is little evident national overview from the Dutch
government.

In 2011 consultation duly began on the Bicester Masterplan (Fig 12), a
supplementary planning document describing expectations for land use in
the town. The Graven Hill site was identified in the masterplan as helping to
meet the now higher local housing target, included therein, of 6,500 homes
which needed to be built over the period of the new development plan. The
plan lasts until 2031 with a further 3,800 homes also required by 2040.12

Another significant feature of the newly-published UK government housing
strategy was its origins in terms of certain key principles of the new
government. One of these terms was ‘Localism’, intended to allow more
control for communities over planning and other decisions; while another one
was the so-called ‘Big Society’16, whereby charities would take over services
formerly provided by government. Both were strong themes underpinning the
policies of the Coalition Government. This appeared to be in-step with the
principles of the self-build movement.

The UK Government in the meantime was preparing a national housing
strategy which made specific reference to self-building and custom-building.
Custom building was a new term which had been coined to describe a
process whereby private housing developers would involve the purchaser in
the design of the home they would eventually occupy.

10
Sergison Bates Architects (2003) Self-build housing, Tilbury, UK 1998. Available at: http://
sergisonbates.com/en/projects/selfbuild-housing-tilbury (Accessed: September 2020).
11
Cherwell District Council (2010) Eco Bicester - One Shared Vision. Bicester UK, Cherwell
District Council.
12
Cherwell District Council (2012) Bicester Masterplan. Bicester.
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Fig 14. Foundations under
construction at Graven Hill. This
photograph was taken on an early
site visit and shows a golden
brick plot where the foundations
and services are provided by the
Graven Hill Village Company prior
to a homeowner completing the
remainder of the building. The
services terminate in a single
location under the concrete block
in the foreground. (Photograph by
Author)
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Securing the land at Graven Hill
Cherwell District Council invested reasonable care in deciding on what basis
to purchase and develop Graven Hill. The options appraisal process17 sought
to determine the best approach to developing the site. In what could be
considered an unusual approach for a district council led by Conservative
councillors, they elected to purchase and develop the site retaining control
and ownership through a company wholly owned by the council. Further
examination of the council officer’s report reveals that Graven Hill was to
be undertaken exactly as envisaged by the Coalition Government’s stated
housing policy. Cherwell District Council were subsequently given ‘Vanguard’
status, just one of 11 councils selected in 2014, allowing them £90,000 of
funds from a £550,000 government allocation in return for following ministerial
expectations.
In an interview called ‘Custom-Build Strategy’ for an industry website, Karen
Curtin, Graven Hill’s Commercial Director, explains that the need for the
council to retain control was at the heart of this decision. She also reports that
a party from the council had also visited Almere, describing it as the reason
they first ‘got serious about self-build’.18
The financial arrangements at Graven Hill cannot be examined in detail here
other than to say that two companies have in fact been set up by the council.
One is the development company, which is similar to a private developer
but is financed by borrowing obtained by Cherwell District Council from the
Public Works Loan Board; as well as from specific government funds such as
those from the Right-to-Build initiative following from the award of ‘Vanguard’
status. This is hence a not-for-profit arrangement. Then there is also a holding
company which owns the land. Today both companies ‘have boards of
directors made up of a mix of council-elected members and council officers,
executive directors and independent non-executive directors’.19

Fig 15. Grand Designs Plots at
Graven Hill. These plots were
included in a pilot project filmed
for the Channel 4 television series
‘Grand Designs -The Street’. Each
house has a foundation built by the
Graven Hill Village Company with
services provided. Construction was
undertaken by the owner-occupiers.
Designs were undertaken according
to the plot’s passports. (Photograph
by Author)
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The Local Development Order
It is also important to discuss the town planning issues around the project at
Graven Hill. The desire to retain control, as described by Karen Curtin, also
extended to the appearance and scale of development.
Both the council and development company knew they wanted to create a
self-build development. The requirement for self-builders to obtain planning
permission is a potential impediment to an easy and financially viable
process. The use of a Local Development Order mentioned by Karen Curtin
in her interview as ‘traditionally only used for commercial sites’20 allowed an
effective relaxation of planning controls for the proposed self-build plots,
provided they complied with a design code. This is a very different state
of affairs to that in Almere, where house designs are very radical but it is
perhaps more suited to the sensibilities of North Oxfordshire.

Fig 16. Illustration of the Church
Grove housing project. This image
was produced as part of the
planning application for the Church
Grove site and demonstrates many
of the aspirations of the project.
(Illustration by Architype)

The Design Code for Graven Hill is wide-ranging and covers issues such
as suitable construction materials, building height and footprint, as well as
energy performance. Each plot is required to adhere to a ‘passport’ (Fig
13) which reflects the requirements of both an overall masterplan and the
specifics of the design code.21 Thus if the built dwelling is compliant no
further planning consent is required. The design code is surprisingly silent
on the actual building form, provided that the dimensions are met and the
correct materials used. It also actively shows examples of streets where there
is a considerable divergence in their appearance as case studies.
Different approaches to individual plots
Graven Hill uses four different approaches to delivering the 190 planned
plots to the eventual occupiers with varying degrees of involvement in the
construction process. Described as ‘Golden Brick Detached’, ‘Tailored Finish
Terrace/Mews’, ‘Shell Build Terrace/Mews’ and ‘Shared Ownership or Rental’,
each affords a differing degree of flexibility to the purchaser.22 The early
phases of the project focussed on the dwellings described as ‘Golden Brick
Detached’ and ‘Tailored Finish Terraced’ for which plots have been available
to reserve since August 2016. Potential purchasers have access to a detailed
20
Hayes, D. (2015) Karen Curtin on Cherwell District Council’s involvement in Graven Hill
Interview. London: Castle Media Ltd
21
Graven Hill Village Company (2017) Graven Hill Village Design Code Bicester: Graven Hill
Village Company.
22
Graven Hill Village Company (2016) Overview May 2016: Description of current activities at
Graven Hill. Bicester Oxon,: Graven Hill Village Company.
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plot passport which provides a detailed parameter block plan for each site,
the acceptable materials palette, a sample house design to suit the size of
footprint available, and detailed information about the provision of services.
An impressive amount of up-front work has been undertaken to afford the sort
of certainty likely to be required by lenders as well as any design team who
might be involved.
The Graven Hill Village Company undertakes the building of the foundations
for all the dwellings as well as the provision of gas, water, telecoms, electricity
and sewerage. In order to secure a plot the buyer must give an indication of
a basic proposed design, a viable outline budget and evidence of secured
funds. Subsequently the building needs to be designed and drawings
produced in order for the correct foundations to be constructed. Either the
sample house or a bespoke design can provide the basis of the building
form.
There are evident opportunities for so-called ‘turn-key’ building manufacturers
who produce complete timber-framed or other pre-fabricated dwellings,
as well as for those who prefer a more bespoke approach. Any completed
building must satisfy the plot passport to avoid further planning requirements
but need not match the sample house. The publicity material for Graven Hill is
closely linked to available kit-type housing. At one of the launch events in July
2015 trade stands were very evident. Kit-builders and self-build mortgage
providers were offering potential solutions, an understandable position given
the need to start the scheme with some success stories.
Visit to Graven Hill in September 2017
I visited the project in September 2017. A mini-bus toured the site with
the primary aim of selling the plots to potential owners. Graven Hill Village
Company23 operates a shop in Bicester which also sells the plots and the
journey began there with a sales pitch.

which is far beyond any other contemporary self-build or custom-build project
in the United Kingdom.
In addition to the various plots being marketed by the Graven Hill Village
Company there is a small enclave within the project. This is much closer
to the conventional notion of self-building as exemplified by the Lewisham
Segal-system dwellings. On a secluded section remote from the other plots
were ten sites being undertaken by independent self-builders in order to
make television programmes for Channel 4. Presented by self-build advocate
Kevin McCloud, Channel 4 explain that ‘All ten homes will be built next to
each other and become part of a fledgling new community. The aim of this
project is to reduce the barriers to self-build, enabling people to create their
own inspirational home on their own budget. Alongside access to land, selfbuilders will get access to additional help and advice to make it easier to get
their ideas off the ground’.24 The bus tour passed the site but photography
of what were potentially interesting designs was forbidden. It was however
relatively easy to explore the site on foot once the bus tour was over. The
photograph taken on the subsequent walk reveals a mini Almere that was
already showing the potential for unusual and interesting ideas (Fig 15).
Visiting Graven Hill reveals the potential for a very different kind of typical
dwellings in the UK. Bicester is surrounded by the kind of housing
development favoured by UK housebuilders with small pseudo-Georgian
or pseudo-Victorian estates with winding cul-de-sac streets. The site at
Graven Hill is a very different proposition in that it affords control for the
house purchaser over the kind of home they will eventually own. Even
though it is tough for buyers who potentially must supply costly outline
architectural drawings to acquire a plot, which might not gain approval, the
resulting development is likely to create a more diverse range of architectural
propositions. These are in fact much closer to the designs of the old
Oxfordshire villages which the volume housebuilders are keen to copy in their
far too uniform estates.

It was evident from the bus tour that the building process was well advanced.
The ‘Golden Brick’ sites could be clearly seen with their services installed and
foundations complete (Fig 14). Given the expense of connecting services and
the potential for problems with conditions underground this method appears
to solve many problems for potential self-builders, particularly in determining
cost certainty. My visit also revealed the scale of the Graven Hill scheme
23
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opportunity to be involved in the design, construction and management of the
neighbourhood through: group ‘capacity building’ programme; participatory
briefing and design process; opportunities for self-build construction; housing
management and maintenance through RUSS as a community organisation’.29
It was expected that 20% of the project would be self-built dwellings.

Church Grove Project Ladywell: Rural Urban Synthesis Society
The Rural Urban Synthesis Society (RUSS)25 was formed by Kareem Dayes
in 2009 to ‘create a sustainable neighbourhood with genuinely affordable
homes’.26 Citing ten principles such as to ‘create a socially, environmentally
and economically sustainable neighbourhood in the city’ and to ‘build truly
affordable homes’ it is an organisation which has succeeded in securing a
large site in Ladywell, a neighbourhood in south London, from Lewisham
Council.
Lewisham had identified the site as a possible location for self-building
in response to the renewed government focus identified at Cherwell. The
Housing Select Committee Report27 specifically refers to the history of
successful self-build schemes in the borough. The site, formerly a school, is
next to the River Ravensbourne. It is identified as having a flood risk and had
previously been considered as a possible location for a travelling community,
but this appears not to have been realised.
RUSS were identified as the preferred bidders after a consultation process
which identified around 200 interested potential residents and a decision by
Lewisham Council’s Cabinet to undertake a community asset transfer to a
suitable enabling developer. An advertisement in the Official Journal of the
European Union had solicited interest from suitable developer-bidders with
criteria carefully defined to favour a non-profit or community-led organisation.
Lewisham Council’s Housing Select Committee report makes no reference
to it retaining an interest in the project or becoming involved in seeking
resources from government. Instead that would be left to the developer
with the proviso ‘The Council could retain some influence on the scheme by
placing covenants on a long leasehold sale, through the planning process, and
general goodwill.’ 28

Fig 17. Request for co-design
volunteers published by RUSS.
I had become conscious of the
project after visiting an exhibition
about Walter Segal and attending a
lecture where Kareem Dayes spoke
about the aspirations for the site
at Church Grove. After attending
the RUSS annual general meeting
in 2015 I joined a mailing list of
supporters which ultimately led to
me volunteering at the co-design
sessions for Church Grove.

What has been proposed by the scheme’s architects, Architype, who have
been the long term proponents of the work of Walter Segal30, is a multi-storey
building with a range of dwelling types including one-bedroom flats for rental,
larger four-bedroom dwellings for open market buyers who earn below a
threshold defined by the Greater London Authority, and three-bedroom
shared flats to rent to groups of younger people. Accommodating the
multiple types of dwellings in a large building on a constrained urban site is a
challenging proposition and the addition of the self-build element makes this
a very interesting project.
A conditional development agreement was made between the London
Borough of Lewisham and the Rural Urban Synthesis Society, now a
community land trust with charitable status31, on Friday 29th April 2016 thereby allowing the development of the Church Grove site to begin.
RUSS defined a process for the allocation of homes at the site at Church
Grove. Eligibility criteria were used to shortlist residents after an expression
of interest. The key criteria were affordability, local connection and
community commitment.32 The affordability was based on the applicant
demonstrating their inability to afford a local home on the open market.
Successful applicants then became members of the residents’ group which
has contributed to the design process leading up to the submission of the
scheme’s planning application.

The aims of the Council were to be met through a clear expectation that
self-building would be used to reduce the costs of the 33 proposed homes.
The eighth of RUSS’s guiding principles states that ‘residents will have the
25
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The Co-Design Sessions
During the winter of 2016 several co-design sessions were held to allow
the successfully chosen future residents to contribute to the Church Grove
project at the pre-planning application stage. Co-design is a process where
the potential future residents are very heavily involved in the design of their
homes creating an ‘approach [which] goes beyond consultation by building
and deepening equal collaboration between citizens affected by, or attempting
to, resolve a particular challenge. A key tenet of co-design is that users, as
‘experts’ of their own experience, become central to the design process.’ 33
RUSS had employed a team of consultants to work on the project including
Architype, as mentioned, an architecture firm with considerable experience
of community projects including some built using the Segal method. Indeed,
two of Architype’s founders, John Broome and Bob Hayes had been among
the original protagonists of the 1970s Lewisham self-build projects. Other
consultants hired by RUSS included a development manager, technical
consultant, quantity surveyor and estate agent. A total of £500,000 had been
raised in grants and loans to fund the early stage of the project.
Architype were appointed to design the building and took a substantial role
in the co-design sessions which took place during mid-2016. Initial designs
had been prepared for the site which responded to the flood risk and
included a series of massing studies to provide material for the discussion.
Specific subjects were identified for examination by the residents group.
The sessions were managed by the design team supported by volunteer
co-facilitators. The first event took place at the Albany, a theatre space in
Deptford on the evening of 18th May 2016, with further events following at
Crofton Park Library close to the Church Grove site. Each session explored a
different subject: the site landscape and gardens; character of housing and
materiality; internal layouts and sustainability.
Subsequent feedback events collated the key principles defined for each
subject with opportunities for residents to raise objections. The intent was
to build a consensus from which Architype could prepare the planning
application and ultimately deliver a detailed design. Some aspects of the
design were fixed from the start. The number of dwellings (33) and the
intention to provide a Community House (available for all the residents for
their guests to stay) had been decided by the RUSS board, thus allowing
the potential residents a sense of the nature of the project they would be
becoming involved with before they signed up. Housing sizes were to be 10%
33
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above that defined by the ‘London Housing Design Guide’ published by the
Mayor of London.
Some of the principles given particular priority at the co-design sessions
were: shared external spaces where food could be grown; priority for
pedestrians over car parking; good connections between the flats and the
landscape; the use of sustainable and self-buildable materials; minimal use of
corridors; large windows and good sound insulation.34
The final key principles presented by Architype at their feedback session
were as follows: dual aspect for all dwellings; external walkways to provide
access to the flats; distance maintained between flats; maximising shared
space; flats well orientated to achieve passivhaus standards; optimised
dwelling width to maximise flexibility; and an equal outlook for all flats.35
An Innovative Approach to Community-Led Housing, as produced by RUSS,36
is a vision document which contains several images by Architype that would
appear to be the potential planning application drawings for the Church
Grove project. From these images it is clear is that most of the objectives set
out in the co-design process have been met.
Crowd-funding was also sought for a self-build community space on the site
at Church Grove. Crowdfund London, with financial help from the Mayor
of London, provided a £30,000 boost to what is intended to be a £55,000
project for a space to ‘create a knowledge hub for self-building, community-led
housing and sustainable living’.37 The deadline to complete the crowd-funding
was set as 25th September 2017. The target was not only met but exceeded,
allowing the so-called community hub building to proceed with volunteers
undertaking detailed building designs.

Fig 18. Hoarding on site of Colville
Estate redevelopment in April 2016.
This responds to the potential for
the council to be criticised for the
densification of the estate which at
the time was a hot political topic.
The headline issues were the right
of tenants to return, in this case
limited to council tenants, and the
promise of social rents. (Author’s
photograph)

The building has subsequently been completed as an early phase of the
larger housing project. It is discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.

34
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Colville Estate Redevelopment, Shoreditch

Estates Regeneration: Hackney Council

The Colville Estate is being redeveloped under Hackney’s new financial
model and in accordance with the borough-wide housing strategy39. Several
of the mid-century deck access buildings and a point block are being
demolished and replaced with new council housing. Two large towers of
privately-owned dwellings are being built to fund the scheme. Unlike many
similar developments which have attracted criticism, at the Heygate Estate
close to the Elephant and Castle in Southwark for example, here Hackney will
remain the owner and landlord of all the completed dwellings except those
being built for private sale. Indeed the London Borough of Hackney has been
successful in obtaining government funds specifically aimed at building new
council dwellings. Local Authority New Build Funding was obtained in 2011,
which thus allowed housing to be developed to permit an initial decant of
residents from Harwood Court, a 12-storey housing block which was in poor
condition. Subsequent funding has been obtained from the Greater London
Authority via its National Affordable Housing Programme.40 A critical element
of the Hackney Council’s estate regeneration model has been to adopt a
portfolio approach to several sites across the borough. This allows crosssubsidy between locations like Colville, where land values are high, and less
valuable sites elsewhere in the borough.

Changes to housing finance brought about by the UK Government in recent
years have led to a swathe of new council-led projects in the London Borough
of Hackney. Although but one of several local councils taking advantage
of this change, Hackney is worthy of examination as it is the borough
containing the study area for this thesis in which potential small sites are
being investigated. Hackney Council is also in a peculiar position because
the Mayor, directly elected to lead the local council, has introduced a general
presumption against land sales and the council is essentially acting as a
developer itself, raising money from the private sale of some dwellings to
cross-subsidise affordable housing for both shared ownership and affordable
rent.
It is of course many decades since local authorities like Hackney have
erected council housing in any quantity. In the 1980s housing subsidies
were cut and it was the subsequent general assumption that affordable
social housing would be provided instead by housing associations. The New
Labour government, whilst in power between 1997 and 2010, considered
the priority to be to make homes ‘decent’,38 in other words warm and dry
with a new kitchen and bathroom. After 2010 the Conservative and Liberal
Democrat Coalition government were far keener on introducing a more
localised approach. Housing finance rules were reformed, allowing local
councils to keep council house rents rather than paying them directly to
central government in return for a formula-based grant. In essence local
councils’ housing revenue accounts (HRA) became self-financing, in the 2017
budget, with £2 billion being allocated by the Chancellor of the Exchequer for
affordable housing.
In Hackney it is important to acknowledge the ability to cross-subsidise
development by using the high value of land, a significant benefit in inner
London boroughs not necessarily available in other parts of the UK. It is not
unusual to use this method, but it is rare not to involve a major housebuilder
to undertake the delivery of the building projects. This would not have been
possible without the Conservative government’s change to self-financing
housing revenue accounts.
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Fig 19. The early phases of the
Colville Estate redevelopment.
Phase 1 shown to the left was
undertaken by contractors Wilmot
Dixon using a CLT panel system and
is owned and rented by Hackney
Council. Phase 1 also included
a private element and a housing
association scheme. The building
in the centre is phase 3, also
owned and rented by Hackney and
cross-subsidised by the tower to
the front right, built for private sale.
(Photograph by Author)

The Colville Estate scheme consists so far of some early phases, in which
three housing blocks were built to allow for residents to be decanted from
homes due to be demolished. Each block has different kinds of tenure: one is
directly let by Hackney Council, one sold privately, and one developed and
managed by a housing association. Undertaken in 2011, this element of the
project pre-dates the changes to HRA financing and is much more traditional
in feel. The subsequent phases of the Colville scheme are contained in
Hackney’s new portfolio of estates projects. The location, which is less than
two miles from the City of London, provides a substantial opportunity for
income generation through the sale of private dwellings. Thus two large point
blocks have been developed in the southwest corner of the site adjacent to
Shoreditch Park. Known as Phase 3, these consist of a 20-storey block and a
16-storey block which between them contain 198 dwellings - all of which will
be sold to help finance the rest of Colville Estate’s regeneration programme.
Phase 2 contains the affordable elements of the scheme which will be
retained by Hackney Council for either shared ownership or direct rental
39
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(there is no housing association or private sector partner involved in this
second phase). Altogether, 147 dwellings are permitted by the 2012 planning
consent.41

Fig 20. An early example of Enfield
Council’s small sites scheme at
Ordnance Road. Designed by Peter
Barber Architects, the former public
house and community centre site
has been filled with flats and houses
at a high density, adding a new
street to the rear. Typical of Peter
Barber’s successful high density
approach, this scheme is one of
several in Enfield. (Photograph by
Author)

In its role as a potential owner of new housing for rent, Hackney Council has
set up a housing supply company to provide homes at living rents. With these
rents fixed at one-third of local average incomes the new housing company
aims to circumvent the restrictions placed on local councils that are involved
in shared ownership schemes, as well as offering lower costs to tenants. The
housing company intends to make a profit which can be invested in building
further dwellings.42
The Mayor of Hackney and fellow councillors are clearly committed to a
council-driven process with minimal private sector involvement. This is
in marked contract to previous Hackney Council projects, at Woodberry
Down for example, where Berkeley Homes were heavily involved. There is
now a presumption against the sale of council-owned housing land unless
required as part of a council-led regeneration scheme. In effect the local
authority is acting as a developer with a not-for-profit motive as a response
to a cessation of direct governmental funds for new social housing. Writing
for the Independent newspaper in August 2017, Philip Glanville, Mayor of
Hackney stated clearly: “Being close to central London means we can bring
in significant cash by using our land and property better, instead of selling
them off to speculators....” 43
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Naked House: surplus garages in Enfield
Enfield Council underwent a political change in 201044 when a new Labourrun administration won control of the local authority. This appears to have led
to the impetus for change, notably the acceptance of the need for new homes
to meet the targets set by the Mayor of London. Like several other London
boroughs today, Enfield Council is using a direct delivery mode to supply
some of its homes, although it remains willing to consider land disposal as a
means of achieving its aims.
Its small sites programme began in 2014 by developing the site of a former
public house in Ordnance Road close to Enfield Lock. An enlightened
approach appears to have been taken, with Peter Barber Architects
appointed to carry out the design work to an advanced stage. Fig 20 shows
the scheme in 2020 with a row of townhouses facing Ordnance Road to the
rear of the photograph and smaller homes in the mews at Sparkbrook Way.
The scheme received an RIBA London Award in 2019.
Subsequently three other sites were identified and included as part of Phase
1 of the small sites programme. These were all former garage sites similar
to those explored in Chapter 4. The four sites were developed using a
portfolio approach. This allowed the private rents from the latter three sites
to subsidise affordable rents at Ordnance Road. These sites were again
designed by Peter Barber and each deals sensitively with the often very
constrained locations.
Phase 2 of the small sites programme involves 16 further locations in the
borough. In April 2019 Enfield Council’s Cabinet agreed to enter into an
agreement with Naked House, a community interest company limited by
guarantee.

Fig 22. A section through OMMX’s
Naked House design proposal
showing the larger volume designed
to accommodate internal expansion.
The building is also intended to
address highly constrained sites and
thus has external courtyard spaces.
https://nakedhouse.org/projects/
Enfield/old-garage-sites (accessed
April 2020)
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Back in 2015 Naked House partnered with Enfield Council and won a
competition to develop new housing ideas. The council would provide land
for the development which was designed by architects Pitman Tozer. The
proposal was for simple services building shells which could be enhanced
by their ultimate owners. The combination of land disposed of cheaply and
buildings minimally finished using basic materials were to make the dwellings
affordable.
During April 2020 I visited the sites included for potential disposal to Naked
44
London Borough of Enfield (2010) Election Results. Enfield, London: London Borough of Enfield,
Available at: https://new.enfield.gov.uk/services/councillors-and-democracy/election-results/ (Accessed:
July 2019).

Fig 21. Naked House Design Interior
designed as part of the competition
submission to the Mayor of London
by OMMX. The minimal space is
designed to avoid adding costs
to a project through extraneous
details and allows for the addition
of extra floor area using a concrete
perimeter ledge for support.- https://
nakedhouse.org/projects/Enfield/oldgarage-sites (accessed April 2020)

House. They were strikingly similar to those I had explored in Hoxton,
predominantly single-storey garages in locations to the rear of or overlooked
by existing buildings or close to railway lines. Fig 80 - Fig 89 list the sites
identified in the various council reports for either disposal or development.
The cabinet report45 approving the disposal of the sites to Naked House
include sixteen sites and specifically allows for the most suitable sites to be
selected. Fig 23 shows a typical site, which generally appears to be in use
although not comprehensively. The process of evicting tenants from garages
or persuading local communities to give up car parking spaces will not be
quick or easy. The approach taken where sites can be chosen from a list will
allow the easiest to be developed first and lessons learnt.

Fig 23. Garages at Ashton Road,
Enfield. This site is on the list of
possible sites to dispose of to Naked
House and contains many of the
features and possible issues such
sites pose. It is clearly in partial use
for parking and refuse storage and
the garages in the foreground may
belong to the adjacent housing.
There will be a range of issues
raised by the many party walls and
potential neighbour objections.
(Photograph by Author)

Naked House attracted attention after their competition win and so were
subsequently able to raise funding from the Mayor of London46. The
competition in 2015 had been run by New London Architecture and the
winning proposal was homes for sale built by a not-for-profit organisation.
The Mayor of London is proposing to lend the charity around £3.25m with
additional grant funding of around £500,000. This will allow them to buy the
land from Enfield Council and build the dwellings.
Recent legislation has however restricted the use of leaseholding as a
means of selling new homes. Developers had been charging exorbitant
sums for ground rents and so in 2019 leasehold sales of new dwellings
were forbidden. This has presented some immediate problems for projects
in which local authorities had intended to retain the freehold of land. A new
arrangement has hence been made with Naked House whereby they will
become freeholders of the agreed sites and sell shares of the freehold to the
final owners. The key decision report agreed by Enfield’s Cabinet states that
Naked House will be providing mostly houses with a small number of flats,
and that they should sell the completed units to “Enfield residents and people
working in Enfield in accordance with the Council’s Draft Intermediate Housing
Policy.”47
There are two key elements to the strategy for making the homes proposed
by Naked House affordable. First is the decision made by Enfield Council
to dispose of the land at below-market price, and the second is the nature
of the dwellings proposed. Each house will be delivered without internal
45
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46
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London.

52

London Borough of Enfield (2019) Custom Build Programme in Enfield – Sites Disposal,
Greater London Authority (2020) Decision Request - Community-Led Housing - Naked House,
London Borough of Enfield (2019) Custom Build Programme in Enfield – Sites Disposal,

53

finishes and with ultra-basic kitchen and bathroom facilities. The design
therefore allows not only for enhancement work by the purchaser but even for
additional internal floors and walls to be added later.

Fig 24. Site in Ashenden Street,
that Hackney Council identified
as a possible self-build challenge
location. Like many of the other
sites identified in this research
area for this thesis, it sits in council
ownership as a former yard for
drying clothes with pram sheds
and waste-disposal facilities. At the
centre is an electricity substation
which could be a costly issue for
future self-builders. (Photograph by
Author)

The idea of selling the shells of potential dwellings in far from new. Back in
1981 New Concordia Wharf, in Bermondsey, was sold in a similar way with
serviced shells fitted out by their final owners. Summers Street Lofts, an early
development in Clerkenwell by the Manhattan Loft Corporation, was sold in
1992 as vacant spaces again to be fitted out by their owners.
This latest decision taken to fund this project by the Mayor of London
anticipates Naked House starting on site on 31st October 2021, almost six
years after the competition win.
The London Community Land Trust
A number of sites across London are currently being developed by the
London Community Land Trust48 (hereafter London CLT). The most wellknown project, at St Clement’s in Mile End, is on the site of a former hospital.
Community Land Trusts can own land as not-for-profit entities. By removing
land value from the cost of homes it means these dwellings can be sold
more affordably to owner-occupiers. The disposal of land by local authorities
and other government entities can often be more simply executed to CLTs,
helping satisfy the requirements for what is termed ‘best consideration’
whenever a public body wants to sell the land that it owns. The requirement
that assets owned by the state should be disposed of at their market value
is often the downfall of community-led projects. Local councils for example
can make land disposals at less than the best value obtainable if there are
other tangible economic, social and environmental benefits. A CLT set up
on a non-profit basis with charitable aims is hence the likeliest way to able to
demonstrate such wider benefits.
CLTs are also exempt from the recent legislation forbidding leasehold sales.
The National Community Land Trust Network, who lobbied to avoid CLTs
being included in the legislation, state that “Leasehold enables CLTs to
act as long-term stewards of housing, preserving its affordability for future
generations.”49 Attempts were also made to exempt CLTs from so-called
48
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enfranchisement where leaseholders have the right to buy their freeholds.
That exemption however was not granted. Thus CLTs face similar problems
with leaseholders who can exercise their right-to-buy their home, just as
for local authorities and housing associations, albeit without the generous
statutory discounts and with various complications over how to spend their
receipts.

Fig 25. Photograph showing
additional private housing added to
the Lamble Street estate in Gospel
Oak to provide additional private
housing by the London Borough
of Camden. Designed to both
produce funds and increase the
mix of tenures, these homes are
well designed to fill the left-over
spaces in this estate. (Photograph
by Author)

The London CLT describes five development sites on its web pages. St
Clement’s is complete, having been undertaken in partnership with a property
developer and the Greater London Authority. These 23 CLT homes were
sold at below market value with a three-bedroomed house costing £235,000
against around £450,000 for a median-value home in 2017. Of the other four
sites which are in south and east London, Brasted Close in Lewisham is the
most advanced. The site is currently single-storey garages with planning
permission for ‘252 new homes, 35% of which will be affordable housing,
including 58 units for ‘social rent’ and 23 community land trust homes’50 The
remaining sites are still at earlier stages but with strong community support
are expected to be developed in the next few years.
London CLT is essentially another organisation that is now acting as a not-forprofit property developer. The sale at market value of some homes allows the
cross-subsidy of those which are either offered for affordable rent or sold at
affordable prices. These CLT homes are sold with agreements requiring them
to remain affordable in perpetuity.
Removing land value from the cost of homes
Several of the schemes discussed in this chapter wrestle with the need to
remove the expense of land purchase from the cost of homes. The high cost
of sites makes providing affordable homes particularly difficult in central
London, where land averages £15.7m per hectare.51 In North Oxfordshire
land is closer to £5m per hectare. The UK Government in its various forms
owns large amounts of land in redundant transport sites, military facilities, old
hospitals and in and around housing estates. This then has the potential to be
used as a form of subsidy as is seen in Enfield and Hackney as well as in the
London CLT schemes.
In return for the cost savings come various reductions in freedoms for the
50
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potential occupiers. Because of the expectations around obtaining best value
for the disposal of these assets, those who develop them will be expected to
repay the saving in other ways. Profits on house sales are either being limited,
or else sales are being forbidden altogether. This renders the occupiers of
such projects unable to obtain the kind of windfall profits available to those
who can afford to buy their homes on the open market. For many, however,
it at least affords the opportunity to have a warm and comfortable home to
possibly become part of a vibrant community that is developing collective
housing projects.
How are these projects conceived?
Looking at the above projects, which are spread from 1970 to the present
day, it is well worth asking why some have come to fruition and some
have withered away. An examination of the wider political flavour of a local
council might be the answer. One simple conclusion could be that there is a
difference between the actions of Labour-led or Conservative-led authorities.
A closer look however reveals a much more complex picture. Both Lewisham
and Enfield Councils had passed into Labour Party control after years
of Conservative rule. However Cherwell has been largely controlled by
Conservative administrations. Election results were examined and I could
find no evidence of a non-Conservative administration after looking as far
back as 200452. Looking at other UK case studies published by NaCSBA,53
there are projects in Stoke-on-Trent conceived under a coalition of parties
which are ultimately built by a Labour controlled administration. In Bristol the
Labour Mayor has supported a CLT-based proposition and in Shropshire the
Conservative shire council has supported planning exceptions for certain
affordable homes.
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The significant recent change is the product of the Conservative and
Liberal Democrat Coalition Government’s commitment, in the 2011 housing
strategy, to promote self-built and custom-built dwellings. Although there
is little evidence of coordinated government activity in the preceding
Labour administrations it may also be that self-building has simply become
fashionable. It may also be down to the activities of a single motivated
politician. Richard Bacon, a Conservative member of parliament. The SelfBuild and Custom Housebuilding Bill, a private member’s bill promoted by
Bacon and supported by the Coalition Government, received royal assent in
201554.
The requirement contained in the act is for local authorities to maintain
registers of those who want to self-build their homes and make provision
for such self-building in their planning policies. In Hackney, the focus for
this thesis, the register contained 190 individuals and 10 groups interested
in self-building and who had identified themselves as such by May 2020.
This has led to a need for Hackney Council to respond with some coherent
proposals. Two sites have been identified for a self-build challenge project.
The council will retain a share of any project agreeing to the sale of land after
the project is complete. Details of the project are yet to emerge fully, but it is
clearly a response to the requirements posed by the self-build register and
related right-to-build - important factors that will be discussed in more detail
in Chapter 4.

54
gov.uk.

HM Government (2015) Self-build and Custom Housebuilding Act 2015. London: legislation.
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Chapter 2: Identifying Suitable Land

This chapter will look at the process undertaken to explore suitable sites
for housing projects and how the potential volume available for building on
them was established. Hoxton was chosen as the study area, both for the
identification of sites and the examination of possible design proposals,
primarily because it was very familiar and local to me as a researcher but
also because it possesses many of the typical aspects of an inner London
neighbourhood. The following paragraphs explain more about the area, the
method used to select the sites and the process undertaken to establish
the potential volume for housing. Although the expectation is that the
homes will be self-built this was not a factor taken into account in the initial
examination in this chapter whose purpose is to discover possible micro-sites
for development. Later in this chapter a comparison is made to a series of
sites identified by the London Borough of Enfield for their small sites project.
Enfield is of course more suburban than Hackney but nonetheless the sites
are of a remarkably similar character

Fig 26. The area of Hoxton around
Shoreditch Park, located to the north
of the study area. The park was
formed when slum dwellings and
post-war pre-fab homes were removed
in the mid 1960s and the park
developed. In the foreground are multistorey housing blocks characteristic of
the area. (Photograph by Author)

Defining the study area and its context
The drawing in Fig 27 shows the case-study area outlined in red. This is the
zone which has been identified for examination and will be used to determine
whether there are indeed suitable micro-sites available for additional housing.
Largely referred to as Hoxton it is in east London and it is bounded by Old
Street, to the south; New North Road, to the west; Kingsland Road, to the
east; and the Regent’s Canal to the north.
Located approximately one mile north of the City of London, it is part of the
London Borough of Hackney, although is also close to Islington and Tower
Hamlets. Historically the area has been predominantly inhabited by workingclass citizens who worked in the furniture trade in nearby Shoreditch1. Many
of its terraced streets were demolished in the mid-twentieth century to make
way for Modernist deck access housing blocks. Generally the resulting urban
topography consists of medium-density housing, with approximately 50
habitable rooms per hectare, clustered in a series of local authority estates.
The rectilinear nature of the building layouts produces many left-over spaces
which might be used for single storey garages, refuse stores and car parking
spaces. At various points, the nineteenth-century street layout collides with
the rectilinear buildings of the council-owned housing, creating spaces
which are highly ambiguous in both their form and ownership. Many of these
1
Smith, J. and Rogers, R. (2006) Behind the Veneer - The South Shoreditch Furniture Trade and
its Buildings. London: English Heritage.
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Fig 27. The Hoxton study area with
the boundary in red. Located in the
southern part of the London Borough
of Hackney it is characteristic of
many inner London boroughs. Map
made from OS VectorMap District
(dxf geospatial data) Updated: Feb
2014, Ordnance Survey (GB)
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spaces thus remain vacant, or are under used, or separated from the normal
development process due to their proximity to the council-owned estates.
The Hoxton area is fairly typical of Inner London neighbourhoods which
contain similar estates built at much the same time. Housing densities in
London vary considerably with areas of older housing like Notting Hill (Fig
29) that are much more dense than Hoxton. Indeed Notting Hill is cited in
Cities for a Small Country by Rogers and Power2 as an example of a popular
place for people to live in despite having a density of housing at around 200
dwellings per hectare (dph). In contrast, Hoxton’s housing density is closer to
50 dph, which appears to show the potential for densification in the area and
thus the availability of space for more housing.
It is interesting to reflect on why these two inner London neighbourhoods
should have been developed so differently. Some of the answers to this are
linked to geography and some to politics. The difference between East and
West London historically is well understood, with the wealthy choosing to
live west and upwind of the city’s industry and the poor crowded close to
the industry of the east. The houses in Notting Hill are larger and considered
worthy of preservation whilst Hoxton consisted of many small homes jammed
together and described as slums. The industrial areas of East London
suffered more from bombing in World War II, particularly due to their proximity
to the docks. In the post-war period it was considered acceptable to clear
the slums in neighbourhoods like Hackney where housing was likely to be
occupied by tenants rather than owner-occupiers. Landlords were more likely
to accept local authorities’ housing plans, and money, than wealthy owneroccupiers. The slum clearances were quickly followed by the construction of
new estates with modern facilities such as inside lavatories and bathrooms.
In part due to the Modernist ideas of the time, new housing was provided
in large blocks of flats which tended to be rectilinear in their nature. These
were provided by both local boroughs and the London County Council
(replaced by the Greater London Council in 1965). Ultimately it was a national
government policy which subsidised tall housing blocks which led to point
blocks being constructed within areas of open space espousing the vision
of Le Corbusier in the Ville Radieuse3. There were some notable and very
ambitious examples of such redevelopment projects both in London and
elsewhere in the country. The Hulme Estate in Manchester (Fig 30) was
typical of the sort of comprehensive planning that ambitious local authorities

Fig 28. Figure ground drawing
of Hoxton at the centre of the
study area.. The rectilinear blocks
constructed after slum clearance
form spaces, especially where
they abut former pre-World War II
structures, or have been formed by
changes to the street pattern.

Fig 30. 1966 aerial photograph
of Hulme, Manchester. The slum
clearance of this area of south
Manchester led to the creation
of a very large development of
council-owned homes. In the right
foreground the original pattern of
the terraced streets is visible . It
has been completely obliterated by
the crescent-shaped deck access
housing blocks at the centre.
Stretford Road, a main route
through Hulme, was also obliterated
although the library building which
fronted it is visible at the centre.
https://climaxcity.files.wordpress.
com/2014/05/a075.jpg (accessed
7th July 2020)

Fig 29. Figure ground drawing
of Notting Hill which has more
dwellings per hectare than Hoxton
despite generally not having
been subject to the same level of
clearance. The site at the northwest corner is a post World War
II housing block much closer in
character to Hoxton.

2
Rogers, R. and Power, A. (2000) Cities for a Small Country. London: Faber.
3
Le Corbusier. (1967) The radiant city : elements of a doctrine of urbanism to be used as the
basis of our machine-age civilization. London: Faber.
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undertook. Although many of these estates are now either demolished or
at risk of demolition, twenty-first century London is still a vast mixture of the
legacies of these overlaid housing typologies. Where each meet there are
incongruous relationships which create gaps and redundant elements and
indeed many housing estates have garages and pram-sheds which are often
chronically under-used.

to come from bringing vacant properties back into use. Hackney’s 2013
Strategic Housing Market Assessment highlights the difficulty in meeting the
expectations of new housing supply. Previous targets have been met through
estate renewal programmes and particularly at Woodberry Down where
considerable densification has allowed for large numbers of new dwellings.
As stated in Hackney Council’s report

Although Notting Hill has significant differences to the study area in Hackney,
the kind of conditions which have been caused by clearances are by no
means limited to East London. A close look at Fig 29 reveals similar modern
building footprints in the north west corner of the map. This is the edge of
the north-west part of Notting Hill which includes the much-lauded Trellick
Tower and also the Lancaster West Estate which contains the ill-fated Grenfell
Tower. Comparisons to cities in northern England reveal similar qualities,
although the scale of the proposals, which were often highly ambitious,
means the surrounding pre-war survivors are fewer.

‘As an inner London Borough, Hackney faces considerable strategic
challenges in meeting the housing needs of its future population. These
include fundamental tenure adjustment, the challenge of new housing
delivery, the implications of Benefit Reform and a changing population.
Overall, therefore, there is a need for a continued co-ordinated approach
towards the varied housing challenges faced to ensure future success.7’
The initial site identification

At the time when this thesis research was undertaken, it was more than
apparent that London, and particularly poorer parts of the city such as the
London Borough of Hackney, are subject to a severe housing shortage and
rising land prices4. Hoxton is in the southern part of Hackney and its housing
stock is, in the main, local authority estates built in the period from 19501980. Hackney Council appear to be committed to providing housing within
the financial reach of the lower paid. As one part of the study area that was
discussed in Chapter 1, the Colville Estate is now subject to comprehensive
redevelopment with the council committing to 113 new homes for social rent
and 34 for shared ownership as part of its second phase of development.
This is in contrast to the growing number of privately-owned sites which
tend to be developed to provide homes for those on higher incomes. The
early proposals that were published for nearby Bishopsgate Goodsyard5, for
example, have negligible affordable housing.
The London Plan, which is the current spatial development strategy for
London6, sets out targets for new housing in an attempt to meet the growing
need. Hackney’s annual monitoring housing target set out in the Mayor of
London’s London Plan is for 1,599 new homes a year, with 128 of this total
4
London Borough of Hackney (February 2018) Delivering the Homes Hackney Needs - Hackney
Housing Strategy 2017-22, Hackney, London.
5
London Borough of Hackney (2014) Planning Officer’s Report for Bishopsgate Goodsyard
Ref:2014/2425, Hackney, London
6
Mayor of London (2016) The London Plan London: Greater London Authority (Accessed: May
2016).
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Determining the availability of vacant sites in Hoxton can obviously be
approached in many different ways. For this thesis I decided that the simplest
start could be made by walking around and examining the local topography,
including built forms. Possible sites were then photographed digitally.
The idea of using perambulation as a means of exploring buildings and
localities is not new. In the foreword to the original London volume of the
Buildings of England series Nikolaus Pevsner describes perambulation as
‘finding favour’8 with his users.
The digital photographs that I took were filed under suitable names to
describe the site locations. No additional written information was recorded
at this point although each site was broadly considered in the light of its
potential for loss of amenity to nearby property and current use. Examples of
the photographs taken are shown in Fig 32 wherein the sites can be seen to
vary from plots at the ends of existing housing blocks to former playgrounds
and garages.
Fig 31. Using a matrix of coloured
squares to show density on OS
mapping. 10 metre squares were
drawn on to the map and each
coloured to represent the housing
density. Green squares contain no
housing and dark brown the highest
density blocks.

Fig 31 shows an extract from an early attempt to show building height as
a thematic graphic, in this case with the darker areas representing higher
buildings. This method, intended to provide a visual representation of
potential sites on a map, is rather crude as it divides the area into 10 metre
7
London Borough of Hackney (2014) Strategic Housing Market Assessment.
8
Pevsner, N. and Cherry, B. (1973) The Buildings of England, London Volume One. Third Edition.
London: Penguin.
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Fig 32. Initial site finding, Hoxton,
London. Walks were undertaken
around the study area and an initial
set of potentially interesting sites
identified. All the sites were parts
of council-run estates. They were
derelict playgrounds, garages or
simply vacant. Right is the key to
their locations. (Photographs by
Author)

End of housing
block (Hemsworth
Court), Hemsworth
Street

End of housing
block (Oberon
House), Pitfield
Street

Gap site on
Kingsland Road
next to James
Anderson Court

Market storage,
Stanway Street

Sara Lane Court
garages, Stanway
Street

Garages at rear
of 98-106 Hoxton
Street

Play area at rear of
232-256 Crondall
Street

Car parking and
play area at rear of
232-256 Crondall
Street

Play area at rear of
232-256 Crondall
Street

Pram sheds,
Regan Way

Car parking at rear Vacant space,
of 230 Crondall
Malcolm House
Street

squares. Although simple it was not of sufficiently fine grain to be undertaken
on a large scale. It remains, however, a worthy exercise as it is relatively
simple and provides a legible picture of where available ground-level spaces
can be found.
This method was based on an examination of the existing two-dimensional
map data combined with a visual examination of the sites. Subsequently the
two-dimensional data was augmented with three-dimensional building height
data which is more useful as it represents the actual building forms9 thereby
providing a method which potentially avoids the need for any perambulation.

Fig 33. Initial sites found after
perambulations. Yellow is used to
indicate a location at ground level,
which is vacant, brown a market
stall store and grey playgrounds at
first floor level on a garage roof. The
mapping process was ultimately
refined using the revit model.

9
UK Ordnance Survey (2020) OS MasterMap Building Height Attribute. Available at: https://www.
ordnancesurvey.co.uk/business-government/products/mastermap-building (Accessed: September 2020).
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Responding to national standards
Digital mapping has been available for several decades and is accessible to
academic researchers from the UK Ordnance Survey through the Digimap
portal. The data involved, which is either vector-based or image-based, uses
a common origin and as such is geo-referenced to the UK National Grid. This
allows the examined sites to be located at actual positions relative to one
another, in turn enabling further data overlays such as postcode boundaries
and census data.
The initial explorations for this thesis highlighted the need to capture
data or images in various forms and to link it to locations which can be
comprehensively presented and thus analysed.
Two-dimensional Ordnance Survey data used in this research was
predominantly from the topology layer available in Digimap’s Roam product.
The three-dimensional data was then taken from the building heights layer.10
Postcode boundaries can provide a useful edge to the areas being identified.
‘Unit postcodes are the base unit of postal geography and fall into two
types: Large user postcodes: allocated to single addresses receiving at least
500 mail items per day (e.g. business addresses). Small user postcodes:
collections of (usually) adjacent addresses. A single small user postcode may
contain up to 100 addresses, but 15 is a more typical number.11 In an urban
area like Hoxton the individual postcode areas are small which potentially
renders them more useful. Postcode boundaries are available through the
Digimap portal and can be easily aligned to other OS map data. An initial
exploration was carried out to explore if sites could be identified by their
postcodes. However even in dense areas this is insufficient to identify the
kinds of sites under examination. Although the postcodes were ultimately
included in the findings they proved of little fundamental use.
The UK government has been developing a single definitive national address
register (Fig 35) which links postcode data to physical addresses. The data
collection and assembly process is an obligation for local authorities who
must maintain Local Land and Property Gazetteers12 (LLPG) which follow
the defined standards. An initial investigation into the extent to which such
10
https://digimap.edina.ac.uk/webhelp/os/data_information/os_products/overview.htm. Accessed
July 2020.
11
https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/geography/ukgeographies/postalgeography Accessed
June 2021
12
Shropshire County Council (2020) The LLPG for Shropshire. Available at: https://www.
shropshire.gov.uk/planning/addresses/the-llpg-for-shropshire/ (Accessed: September 2020).
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Full details of the categories can be found in the Data Entry Conventions
(DEC) which is available from http://www.iahub.net/docs/
1400255321051.pdf Appendix C p199.
If you are instead referring to the Standard Address format BS7666 this can be
found and explained here http://www.iahub.net/docs/1183553456634.pdf
Basic Land and Property Units is a licensed data set and not available through
the Freedom of Information act. This data should only be shared with other
Public Sector Mapping Agreement (PSMA) members, or a third party
agreement would have to be made to use this data in partnership with a PSMA
member.
Please note the information is still covered by copyright legislation. You are not
authorised to re-use this information for commercial or research purposes as defined
by the Re-Use of Public Sector Regulations 2005. If you do wish to re-use this
information please contact the Information Governance Team, 1st floor, 6-15 Florfield
Road, London E8 1DT
If you are dissatisfied with this response and wish to appeal, please write to the
Information Governance Team, Appeals, 1st floor, 6-15 Florfield Road, London E8
1DT and your complaint will be dealt with through our Internal Review procedure.
If you are still not satisfied following the Internal Review, you have a right to appeal
to the Information Commissioner. He can be contacted at:
Information Commissioner's Office
Wycliffe House
Water Lane
Wilmslow
Cheshire
SK9 5AF
Telephone: 01625 545 700
www.informationcommissioner.gov.uk

Yours sincerely

Christine Peacock
Assistant Director - ICT

data could be used in this study involved a Freedom of Information Request
(Fig 34) submitted to Hackney Council in an attempt to understand the
access protocols. What is evident is that the local council shares data with
its suppliers but it is not readily available to academic researchers. It is also
primarily aimed at displaying the LLPG data to end users such as those
wishing to look at planning applications. Fig 36 shows an extract from Map
Hackney with current planning applications hatched in purple. I concluded
that the data required in this research should be collected with a view to
future relationships with the LLPG but it was difficult to see how a coherent
relationship with the LLPG could be made without large amounts of time
being spent on computer coding, which was not the intended focus. Similar
baseline data has been used to allow for potential amalgamation in the future.

Fig 35. Industry standard address
finding using the national address
gazetteer. This is closely linked to
the postal service and was intended
to make a set of definitive addresses
for the UK. Many of the kinds of
sites identified in this research
would not have addresses in the
conventional sense so could not be
identified in this way.

Including potential sites in the plan-making process for Hackney
In December 2012 I made a submission to a call for sites which was part of
the Hackney LP33 process (LP33 being the London Borough of Hackney’s
latest local plan). Expected to provide a planning and land-use framework
for the borough until 2033, this draft plan was submitted to the planning
inspectorate for comments in January 2020. I had hoped that by submitting
my sites the plan-making process might also address the proposition that
small sites be included as potential housing locations. My initial submission
took the form of a set of descriptions of the sites and their locations. A
subsequent exchange of emails with the council’s officers asked for
information to be presented as ‘the Mapinfo layer’ which made little sense
to me. I subsequently assumed this needed to be a set of georeferenced
information which could be overlaid on their GIS database, information which
would be correctly georeferenced to existing buildings and locations in the
borough. I was able to extract this from the Revit model discussed later in this
chapter, since it was based on data supplied by the Ordnance Survey.

Fig 36. Extract from MapHackney4.0
based on data from the Local
Land and Property Gazeteer. The
hatched areas are current planning
applications, which is a very
common use made by local councils
of this database. It is fundamentally
two-dimensional and may involve
drawing areas on existing map data.
LPG - https://map.hackney.gov.uk/
LBHackneymap/ (accessed March
2020)

Understanding archive data about the existing housing stock
Fig 34. Response to Freedom of
Information request about access
to the Local Land and Property
Gazetteer. It had been hoped
that the gazetteer data would be
available to contribute to the sites
model. It is not however publicly
shared other than through the Map
Hackney Web App. shown in Fig 36

An examination of drawings available in the Hackney Archives13 (a part of
Hackney Council’s library service) was undertaken which reveals a mixed
picture of what information is readily available to evaluate the current housing
stock in the study area. Fig 37 shows a very useful example, a section
through the south side of Crondall Street showing an underground garage,
13
London Borough of Hackney (2020) Hackney Archives. London. Available at: http://hackney.
gov.uk/archives (Accessed: September 2020).
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residences and a piazza area to the rear. It is particularly helpful as it is
dimensioned and shows the construction method of each building.
The availability of drawings from this source relates to the history of the
housing estates in the study area and who built them. Historically some of
the housing stock was owned by the Greater London Council (GLC) and the
rest by the London Borough of Hackney. The microfilm drawings of Crondall
Street relate to the former GLC housing stock in the study area. These
are likely to have been added to the local archive when the London-wide
authority was wound up by the Thatcher government around 1986. In what
was a shambolic process where little thought was given to the value of such
archival resources it is alleged that at least one London borough council
turned up at London County Hall, shortly after the GLC had been shut down,
with a van and simply helped themselves. Some housing records found their
way to the London Metropolitan Archives14 which is now the official repository.
There is little doubt that more local information exists in the records held
by Hackney’s Housing Department or Building Control Service. I undertook
a personal visit to the building control department in 1996 and was
presented with an entire box of microfiche slides of historical building control
applications and drawings in a manner which would be unlikely today. What
was evident was the breadth and potential value of such records. Whenever
the opportunity arises I have suggested to members of Hackney Council
the value of making these kinds of archival resources more widely available.
However, there seems little appetite. The data available has been sufficient
to provide examples of the two estates for which drawings are accessible.
A means of incorporating this archival data into the emerging BIM (Building
Information Model) has been less straightforward.

Fig 37. Section through Crondall
Street Housing (GLC/ILEA Dept.
of Architecture and Civic Design from Microfilm in Hackney Archives)
The sectional drawing provides a
reasonable level of detail showing
a steel roof structure and concrete
and masonry to the lower levels.
It contains dimensions as well as
written descriptions.
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Fig 38. Study area with estates
for which drawings have been
examined shown shaded. This was
the extent of the estates which were
both in the study area and where
there were records in the Hackney
Archives.

Fig 39. Detail section through a
balcony at Macbeth House on
Arden Estate showing building detail
and dimensions. (GLC/ILEA Dept. of
Architecture and Civic Design - from
Microfilm in Hackney Archives)

14
City of London (2020) London Metropolitan Archives - History and Heritage. London. Available
at: https://www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/things-to-do/history-and-heritage/london-metropolitan-archives
(Accessed: September 2020).
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How to choose effective recording methods
Given the ready availability of three-dimensional building data from the UK
Ordnance Survey15 and the need to be able to represent the constraints
posed by the sites, it has been concluded that a comprehensive, datarich, three-dimensional site model (referred to hereafter as the model) is an
extremely useful receptacle to contain the information that is being collected.
Three-dimensional data can help to deal with the relationship to neighbouring
buildings as well as being more legible to potentially interested parties
than maps or plan drawings. When describing the method used to draw a
contextual plan, Goodman and Porter16 emphasise the importance of threedimensionality in communicating with clients and lay-persons.

Fig 40. Extract from
motorcitymapping.org showing
Detroit Michigan Station www.
motorcitymapping.org (Accessed 2504-16) - This project was designed
to help reduce the blight on the
American city of Detroit caused by
vacant sites where the owners had
disappeared and to allow the sharing
of local knowledge. Predominantly
two dimensional map data was used
as the underlay. Users of the site
could add up-to-date photographs
or complete missing information.
Michigan Station shown here is
an iconic building in the Corktown
District.

It is further important to understand how such data may become available to
other end-users. To prepare a digital model and to examine it in any detail
requires an expensive computer-aided drawing (CAD) package or building
information modelling software which are unlikely to be available to the
casual user. There are however some very useful examples of web-browserbased map interfaces which allow the user to access data without specialist
knowledge or software. Fig 40 and Fig 41 show images of motorcitymapping.
org and demodev.org which are web interfaces representing background
data of this kind.
The UK Ordnance Survey collects and publishes three-dimensional building
data. This is now made readily available to academic researchers through
the Digimap portal in Autodesk .dwg format. However the model for this
thesis also needs to contain additional text-based and picture-based data
related to each individual site. A combination of three-dimensional objects,
text attributes, and the ability to produce reports using tables is the basis of
software used for building information modelling (BIM). In this regard there
are two proprietary products which are comprehensive and readily available
to academic researchers, Bentley OpenBuildings Designer and Autodesk
Revit; these were evaluated to determine their usefullness for this thesis
research.
In choosing a particular piece of software the need for some customisation
is also paramount. Each of the two programmes uses ready-made parts to
generate a model. They each follow discipline-specific regimes enabling
their use as architectural, structural or services modelling using parts such
15
UK Ordnance Survey (2020) OS MasterMap Building Height Attribute. Available at: https://www.
ordnancesurvey.co.uk/business-government/products/mastermap-building (Accessed: September 2020).
16
Goodman, S. and Porter, T. (1985) Manual of Graphic Techniques 4. London: Astragal.
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Fig 41. Extract from demodev.org
showing the south of Birmingham
UK. Impact Hub Birmingham won an
award in 2014 which allowed them
to collaborate on an interactive
map identifying sites which could
be developed for Wikihouses. The
image shows a sample of a trial
developed over a weekend. www.
demodev.org (Accessed 25-04-16)
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Fig 42. An extract from Local Code
written by Nicholas de Monchaux.
The Los Angeles case study uses
mapping data to explore proposals
for a set of water focussed
landscapes to mitigate the effects
of climate change. Big sets of data
are combined to produce solutions
for locations which are represented
using two and three-dimensional
mapping.- De Monchaux, N. Local
code : 3,659 proposals about data,
design, and the nature of cities. First
edition. edn.

Fig 43. The UK National Grid
showing the method of arranging
the data in individually referenced
squares. The Hoxton study area is in
Square TQ which is subdivided into
smaller numbered squares and then
quarter squares NW,NE,SW and SE
according to polar locations. https://
getoutside.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/
guides/beginners-guide-to-gridreferences/ (accessed March 2020)

Fig 44. The TQ38SW quadrant . The
two-dimensional Ordnance Survey
data from the topographical layer
is available in the smaller TQ 3***
numbered squares whilst the threedimensional data is supplied as the
whole TQ38SW quarters leading to
some very large datasets for threedimensional modelling programmes
to handle.
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Fig 45. Three-dimensional model
of the study area showing the
proposed sites in yellow. The grey
building data is from the Ordnance
Survey building heights layer with
the two-dimensional mapping
from the topological layer. The
three-dimensional data has been
transposed as it is delivered at
actual height rather than at the
datum

as beams and columns, doors and windows, or ducting and pipework. These
are not immediately suited to site evaluation. However, if customisation is
straightforward enough, then adaptable parametric parts loaded with textbased attributes might offer a solution to issue of three-dimensional data
collection.
Two-dimensional mapping remains the popular and simple choice to
represent geo-referenced data but there is a lot of potential in adding a third
dimension. Nicholas de Monchaux achieves some attractive looking results
in Local Code17 which explores design solutions to reduce the effects of
climate change in various case-study locations. For this research the need
to appreciate the height of the neighbouring buildings meant that a threedimensional solution had to be explored. In Chapter 4 the three-dimensional
data from the model, discussed below, has become the basis of a detailed
building model which was ultimately used to apply for planning permission.

Testing building information modelling software
A comprehensive examination of the potential for Bentley OpenBuildings
Designer18 (OBD) to provide suitable data-rich parts was initially undertaken.
The programme uses large datasets designed for the construction industries
in different countries as the basis for component-based building models.
Bentley Systems, makers of OBD, also supply versions of similar software for
large infrastructure projects using global positioning. In OBD the supplied
datasets can be customised and edited using grouped sets of definitions for
drawing walls, floors, roofs etc. The process of managing such definitions to
suit the individual catalogs and tools is very complex. Despite many years’
experience of using Microstation, the programme upon which OBD is based,
I could not find a good way to build three-dimensional spaces which would
hold data.

Fig 46. The Revit mass family
showing parametric dimensions.
This is the basis building block of
the parametric part of the model.
Each parameter can be controlled
and reports the data into a table.
The need to produce a family which
could reflect oddly-shaped sites was
somewhat complex.

17
De Monchaux, N. Local code : 3,659 proposals about data, design, and the nature of cities.
First Edition.
18
Bentley Systems (2020) OpenBuildings Designer. Available at: https://www.bentley.com/en/
products/product-line/building-design-software/openbuildings-designer (Accessed: September 2020).
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Bentley’s support representative for the UK was included in the discussion
and attempted to provide a solution. Eventually, and after many months of
evaluating many of the defined components and attempts at modification, I
decided to look for an alternative despite my regret, as Microstation, and as
a result OBD, are very versatile at referencing the OS data with correct georeferencing.
Revit19 is a direct competitor to Bentley’s products. It is fast becoming the
industry standard for Building Information Modelling (BIM). Unlike the Bentley
product which has been developed from Tri-forma, which has been available
for twenty years, Revit is newer and simpler, but consequently less versatile,
particularly in the production of drawings. After the complexity of OBD’s
datagroup system, Revit’s family editor, used for the production of bespoke
building components, looks to be much more straightforward and applicable.
The components are then loaded into the model. Families can be as simple
as one parametric block whose dimensions can be reported in a table or
schedule. Autodesk have also developed a visual programming plug-in,
Dynamo20, which at the time appeared to allow customisation to produce
interactive web-based interfaces.
During this stage of the thesis research some funds were obtained for an
assistant, Frosso Charalambous, to develop a software-based strategy that
could provide an accessible and comprehensive interface based on the
exploration to date. Revit was the method preferred for recording the site data
in the case-study area. In this manner, The Bartlett’s Architecture Research
Fund provided 180 hours of dedicated time to help develop a suitable webbased-interface based on a Revit based solution in the winter of 2016.
Creating a massing model to test the sites
Frosso Charalambous had begun to develop a Revit family which contained
a three-dimensional block which could be placed on the sites. It was not
however possible to finish the task in the time allowed by the funding,
so I then had to continue to develop the Revit family myself. Thankfully,
Charalambous had succeeded in solving many of the larger problems,
essentially to work and provide the correct data the model needed to contain
19
Autodesk (2020) Revit Overview. Available at: https://www.autodesk.co.uk/products/revit/
overview (Accessed: September 2020).
20
Autodesk (2020) Dynamo Studio Overview. Available at: www.autodesk.com/products/dynamostudio/overview (Accessed: September 2020).
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an overall volume and separate floors so their areas cold be counted. This
had been achieved by Charalambous but only with a rectilinear component.
The sites needed a more sophisticated mass component which could allow
for more awkward shapes. Fig 46 shows the component used to create
the volume. Revit provided the successful solution due to the existence
of a ready-made system family which was designed to represent threedimensional masses, and which could be divided into floors. The Bentley
alternative could only represent space in two dimensions.
The next step was to build a Revit model into which the component could
be inserted. This model needed to contain the three-dimensional data from
the UK Ordnance Survey (OS). Data is supplied in squares based on the
UK National Grid21. Fig 44 shows the data superimposed on the sub-grid of
square TQ. The three-dimensional data is also supplied with the buildings
correctly positioned relative to the OS datum. Generally Hoxton is fairly flat
so it was possible to superimpose this three-dimensional data above a twodimensional digital map. It was then shifted downwards to suit the OS datum.
The data is in a format which can be used as an underlay in Revit. Its working
space is a 20-mile cube but this does not allow for the OS origin to be used
as it at the lower left corner of square SV, in the Scilly Isles (Fig 43). This
results in Revit shifting the OS data to a new origin, potentially making larger
models on a national scale difficult.
The following step was to add volume to the sites identified during the
earlier perambulation. When adding these volumes, full account was taken
of existing uses. For example wherever the volumes were above existing
garages the ground floor was left vacant to allow for the existing use to
continue. Issues such as the height of neighbouring buildings and the
proximity of other features were also considered. Fig 45 shows the completed
Revit model. The grey features are taken from the OS dwg data and the
yellow components are the proposed site volumes. The floors within the
components are visible as is the boundary of the study area.

21
Ordnance Survey (2020) British National Grid Map and Grid Reference Finder. Available at:
https://britishnationalgrid.uk (Accessed: September 2020).
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Each of the yellow mass models are data-rich, which allows the production
of schedules. These contain not only the floor areas, building heights and
locations but also observations about the surroundings. A simple calculation
has been added to determine the number of dwellings if each had two
bedrooms and was occupied by four people. This pre-determined area is
taken from the Mayor of London’s Housing Design Guide.22 Site photographs
are also added. Fig 49 - Fig 72 show the individual outcomes for each site
including the neighbouring buildings and data from the model. Summary
tables are shown in Fig 77 and Fig 78 which contain data from all the sites
examined.

Fig 47. Site Allocations from
Hackney LP33. The sites highlighted
in grey are added to the map which
underlays the Local Land and
Property Gazeteer .The coarse grain
of the map makes showing small
sites difficult.

Outcomes of the completed site examination
The sites have been divided into those above and below 500 square metres.
In the former category there are 26 sites providing 73 dwellings based on
the Mayor of London’s two bedroom for person standard. The 22 further sites
which are above 500 square metres provide a further 210 dwellings based on
the same standard.
The study area is around 1km by 1km (in fact 95.7 hectares). It is possible to
use this model to consider the number of sites across Inner London where
conditions are similar. The Greater London Authority estimates the size of
Inner London at around 30,000 hectares23. Although very simplistic, if the
number of dwellings in the study area were replicated across inner London
then there could be as many as 80,000 possible dwellings on small sites
similar to those identified for this area of Hackney.

Fig 48. Projects being planned or
under construction by Hackney
Council. https://hackney.gov.uk/
building-where (accessed April
2020)

permission rather than actually built by Hackney Council.
These homes come from a variety of sources including council schemes; new
buildings on vacant sites and estate regeneration projects; private sector
developments, and housing association schemes.
Fig 47 shows an extract from the emerging LP33 site allocations document
published as part of the draft plan documents. It demonstrates the coarse
grain applied to site finding and the scale of the sites required to contribute
to the kinds of figures included in the plan. Three of the sites shown in the
emerging LP33 are inside the study area under examination in this thesis.
These sites are not necessarily allocated for housing and the sites proposed
under Hackney’s small sites housing policy are not included. It is difficult to
determine the relationship between the myriad of documents which make up
the LP33 and what sites might be available for housing.
The site allocations process deals with large sites which might offer housing
as part of a mixed-use proposal. These sites are complicated by additional
constraints such as being designated for employment, for example, which
would reduce the potential for homes. The dark blue boundary identifies
Shoreditch as an opportunity area which may add further constraints to any
proposed housing uses.
A reasonably thorough examination of the submissions made to the LP33 site
finding exercise did not include any of the submissions I had made despite
an exchange of email messages and the submission of GIS files. What this
illustrates is the coarse-grained approach underpinning the planning system
which fails to deal with small scale proposals. After all, town planning in
Britain generally works based on a large-scale policy wherein certain areas
are given priority and examined in more detail.

Sites for housing in current planning policy
Both Hackney’s LP3324 local plan and the London Plan25 produced by the
Mayor of London wrestle with the provision of sites for new housing. Targets
are set by the London Plan based on identifying land using a strategic land
availability assessment (SHLAA). Hackney is expected to deliver 1,330
homes each year for ten years from 2019. These are homes granted planning
22
Mayor of London (2010) London Housing Standards: Interim Edition. London, UK: London
Development Agency.
23
https://data.london.gov.uk/dataset/land-area-and-population-density-ward-and-borough
(accessed March 2020)
24
London Borough of Hackney (2019). Hackney Local Plan (LP33) Examination 2019 - Hackney
Council Response. London: London Borough of Hackney.
25
Mayor of London (2020) The London Plan - Current Version. London: GLA.
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Fig 49. Site adjacent to the Harman
Estate, Kingsland Road. This site
has many features common to
those identified here as it is a space
where existing buildings have been
removed to provide space for a new
housing estate built towards the end
of the 1960s. The juxtaposition of
the existing terraced housing and
rectilinear estate has resulted in a
left over space. In the early 1980s a
mural was painted on the end of the
terraced housing. Depicting a City
Garden it was an extension of an
actual garden on the site below. The
mural was painted over in 2016 and
is now a white rendered wall with
substantial buttresses propping up
the end of the terrace. The ground
surface is brick paved. To the
southern perimeter are two medium
sized trees afforded protection
by the proximity of the Kingsland
Conservation Area.

Fig 50. Sites in Stanway Street
near Sara Lane Court. Either side
of Stanway Street are two sites.
The southern site is occupied by
a storage compound for Hoxton
Street market. Used by traders to
store stall frames and hand carts it
is essentially a single storey height
operation. The space above the site
could be used as dwellings leaving
the ground floor to be used by the
market. This site was used as the
template for the drawing used in
the public engagement exercise
undertaken in Hoxton Street using a
market stall.

Stanway Street
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Mass Schedule Site 002

Image

Site Address
60-178 Stanway Street

Description of site

Street Name

Walled market stall site adjacent to Stanway
street
Street

Postcode
N1 6RG

Gross Floor
Area
1243 m²

Floor
Height
2.70 m

Num
ber
of
Floor
s
5

Area per
floor
249 m²

Building
Height
13.50 m

Potential
Dwellings
(based on GLA
2b4p and 80%
net/gross)
11
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Fig 51. Sites in Stanway Street
near Sara Lane Court. Either side
of Stanway Street are two sites.
The site to the northern side of the
street is an embankment to the
ramp leading to basement garages
underneath Sara Lane Court.
Currently overgrown it offers a street
frontage although the site is steeply
sloping and covered in vegetation.

Fig 52. Sites at Regan Way, Hoxton.
These sites are either side of Regan
Way which is close to Hoxton Street.
The western site is occupied by the
Arden Estate tenants hall, a single
storey structure. The site offers the
potential to build above the hall
providing housing. The eastern
site is the rear of the shops facing
Hoxton Street. There are existing
dwellings above the shops accessed
from decks to the rear. The site
is currently used as informal car
parking. Housing could be provided
from ground level with the car
parking ceased.
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Fig 54. Site adjacent to Cranwood
Court, Vince Street. Built in the late
1960s Cranwood Court replaced
a group of post-war pre-fabricated
homes. The adjacent garages
are variously used for storage or
disused. The proximity to Old Street
and its night time economy means
that the garages are a focus for
anti-social behaviour. The proximity
of surrounding buildings suggests a
two storey building could be added
to the site to replace the garages.
The site’s proximity to Old Street
station gives it a very high score for
access to public transport.
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Fig 53. Site adjacent to Burtt House.
This site is a row of garages close
to Burtt House, a large residential
block of flats. The site is typical of
several sites in Hoxton containing
single storey garage blocks. It is
often not clear whether the garages
are being used to store vehicles,
or simply residents’ possessions.
Often they are vacant. The proximity
of the site to open space in the
adjoining school would allow for
several residential storeys subject to
careful design. The garages could
be re-provided as part of a future
building. It is sufficiently distant
from the housing block to avoid
significant problems with proximity
or overlooking.
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Fig 55. Site at the rear of 17
Pitfield Street. 17 Pitfield Street
is an early nineteenth century
shop with residential upper parts.
The site is also part of the rear of
Parkinson Court, an early 1960s
block of flats owned by Hackney
Council. Currently vacant, with no
clearly defined use, the site has
the potential for a small four storey
building with a frontage to the street.
The constrained location would
require some careful design and
consideration to avoid overlooking
neighbours.

Fig 56. Sites adjacent to Touchard
House, Chart Street. These two
sites are either end of a 1950s
block of flats owned by Hackney
Council. The eastern end would
require the addition of several floors
to the existing two storey corner
building to the same height as the
surroundings. At the west end are
garages which could be retained
as the ground floor of a proposed
residential building of around five
storeys.
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Fig 57. Sites adjacent to Macbeth
and Oberon Houses, Pitfield Street.
Macbeth House and Oberon House
are deck access housing blocks
built by the London County Council
in the early 1960s. To the east end
of Macbeth House is a vacant
and overgrown site formed by the
creation of infill housing on a former
playground. Between the two blocks
is a vacant space. This site could be
used to build a tall extension to the
east end of Oberon House using the
existing decks for access.
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Fig 58. Infill sites at Haberdashers
Estate, Hoxton. This estate is
an ambitious modern structure
containing a combination of a 13
storey block of flats surrounded by
deck access housing. The ground
storey is set above ground level
allowing for sub-basement car
parking with an associated service
road circumnavigating the entire
site. Now disused, the service road
is vacant allowing potential for
infilling the existing structure.
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Fig 59. Similar to Fig 58 this site at
Haberdashers Estate is vacant due
to the abandonment of the service
road at sub-basement level.

Fig 60. Sites at Cherbury Street,
Hoxton. Very typical of the local
vernacular, a multi-storey residential
tower block is set in spacious
grounds with single storey garage
blocks adjacent to the street.
There is clear scope either to
demolish the garages and build
housing or build above the existing
garages, provided some innovative
engineering solution can be devised.
Six storey buildings are proposed
respecting the height of the shops,
public house and housing on the
opposite side of the street.
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Fig 61. Garages at Cherbury Street
and Buckland Street, Hoxton.
These sites which currently contain
single storey garage blocks have
been identified for redevelopment
by the council, a project which is
discussed in more detail in Chapter
6. Proposed are three multi-storey
housing blocks completely replacing
the existing garages. The quantities
proposed here retain one garage
block to allow for some continued
use by residents.

(7

Fig 62. Garages at Buckland
Street, Hoxton. Adjacent to the site
described in Fig 61 this contains
further single storey garages. It is
part of the same redevelopemnt
project to provide additional new
housing.
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Fig 63. Mintern Street at the end of
Buckland Court. This site is currently
a small lawn. It is nevertheless big
enough to provide a tall building
adjoining the existing deck access
housing at Buckland Court. It is
proposed that the existing Buckland
Court access decks could be used
providing flats at every floor, or
alternate floors according to dwelling
size.

Fig 64. Sites at the rear of Crondall
Street. This housing block is built
above garages which fill the ground
level of the entire site. The rear
of the first floor is vacant space
formerly used as playgrounds.
Housing could be constructed on
the roof slab of the existing garages.
Archive drawings of the estate, in
Fig 37 show details of the existing
building construction and could be
used to explore feasibility.
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Fig 66. Site adjacent to Malcolm
House, Regan Way, Hoxton. This
site is adjacent to an existing
deck access housing block and is
currently occupied by pram sheds.
The flank wall to the end of the
adjoining building is blank and thus
provides an opportunity for a new
building of a similar height to the
existing neighbour. The lifts and
stairs of the existing block are likely
to be able to provide access to the
upper floors of a new building.
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Fig 65. Site adjacent to Hemsworth
Court. This site adjoins an existing
multi-storey housing block. Like Fig
63 the existing access decks can be
used to provide access to the upper
storeys. The decks are at first-floor
and third-floor levels which will
dictate the location and size of the
new dwellings.
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Fig 68. Sites to the rear of 285 293 Hoxton Street. This site along
with Fig 69 contains a number of
blocks of single storey garages
and associated service roads. The
proposal, used to measure the area,
adds additional housing above
the garages at varying heights to
avoid loss of light to neighbours.
The ground floors are retained as
garages.
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Fig 67. Site at Pitfield Street near
Clinger Court. This vacant site is
typical of the land produced by the
interface between existing road
layouts and rectilinear housing
blocks. It is currently partly paved
and part lawn. The tree which grew
on the lawn has been removed.
When the study was undertaken the
site was opposite the car park of the
nearby Britannia Leisure Centre.
This is now being redeveloped to
provide a new school, adding to the
constraints of the site.
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Fig 69. Sites at the rear of 295-303
Hoxton Street. Like the sites in Fig
68 these are blocks of single storey
garages. They are adjacent and it
has been assumed that the existing
garages are retained in some way
either by adding additional floors or
re-providing accommodation in a
new structure. The height responds
to the proximity of neighbours.
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Fig 70. Garages at the rear of
100 Hoxton Street. This row of
single storey garages adjoins the
neighbouring Geffrye Community
Hall (Fig 71) and could be
redeveloped with the neighbouring
site, or residential floors could be
added above the garages . Four
additional storeys are proposed.
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Fig 72. Site at the rear of Diana
House, Hoxton Street. This site is
at the rear of PEER, a small local
art gallery close to Hoxton Street. A
more advanced building design has
been undertaken which is discussed
later in the research. It is possible
to evaluate the difference between
what the model shows, using a
simple measuring method, and the
available floor area after a more
comprehensive design exercise is
undertaken. The conclusions are
available in Chapter 4.
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Fig 71. Geffrye Estate Community
Centre. This building is built on a
below ground level site adjacent
to Stanway Street and is in poor
condition. It is currently under-used
and with the adjacent garages
could be comprehensively redeveloped to provide both housing
and a new community centre. It
is currently an incoherent single
storey structure surrounded by taller
neighbours. It could be designed to
better complement the local street
frontages.
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Fig 73. Site adjacent to Shoreditch
fire station. Currently occupied by
single storey garages this site has a
short frontage to Old Street. There
is scope for a large building which
could contain many homes even
whilst retaining car parking spaces.
The substantial yard at the rear of
the fire station allows light into the
western side.

Fig 74. Site adjacent to Academy
Buildings, Fanshaw Street, Hoxton.
This site is alongside Academy
Buildings, a row of former furniture
warehouses, and at the rear of
McGregor Court, a council-owned
housing block. It appears to have
formerly been part of the housing
block curtilage but now contains two
single storey garages. The larger
neighbours suggest two additional
storeys could be added in addition to
a ground floor space to the rear.

STREET
FANSHAW

CHARLES SQUARE
N STRE
HOXTO
ET

OLD STREET

Mass Schedule Site 009

Image

Site Address
Garages Vince Court nr. Old Street

Description of site
Space above garages

Street Name
Charles
Square

Postcode
EC1V 5EY

Gross Floor
Area
733 m²

Floor
Height
2.70 m

Number
of Floors
4

Area per
floor
183 m²

Building
Height
10.80 m

Potential Dwellings
(based on GLA 2b4p
and 80% net/gross)
Mass Schedule Site 007

7

Image

Site Address
Garages adjacent to Academy Buildings

Garages Vince Court nr. Fire Station
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Space above garages

Charles
Square

N1 6HT

1668 m²

2.70 m

4

417 m²

10.80 m

Description of site
Space above garages

Street Name

Postcode

Fanshaw Street N1 6LQ

Gross Floor
Area
192 m²

Floor
Height
2.70 m

Num
ber
of
Floor
s
2

Area per
floor
96 m²

Building
Height
5.40 m

Potential
Dwellings
(based on GLA
2b4p and 80%
net/gross)
2

15
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Fig 75. Land at the rear of 47-48
Pitfield Street, Shoreditch. This site
is currently used as a community
garden where plants are grown
in large delivery bags. On recent
inspection in 2020 the garden was
completely neglected, suggesting
the site could be used for new
homes.

Fig 76. St John’s Community Hall,
New North Road, Shoreditch. This
site contains a single storey prefabricated community centre. When
the study was undertaken it was in
poor repair, suggesting the potential
to replace the entire building with
a taller structure incorporating both
housing and a new community
centre. In 2020 the building was
rebuilt as a similar single-storey
community centre structure with no
evident thought given to its more
ambitious potential.

CHART STREET

PITFIELD STREET

HABERDASHER'S SQUARE

Mass Schedule Site 011

Image

Site Address
Land at the rear of 47-49 Pitfield Street

110

Description of site
Temporary Garden

Street Name

Postcode

Haberdashers N1 6HT
Square

Gross Floor
Area
737 m²

Floor
Height
2.70 m

Number
of Floors
3

Area per
floor
246 m²

Building
Height
8.10 m

Potential Dwellings
(based on GLA 2b4p
and 80% net/gross)
7

Mass Schedule Site 016

Image

Site Address
Above St Johns Community Hall

Description of site
Space above existing community
centre

Street Name
New North
Road

Postcode
N1 6JE

Gross Floor
Area
749 m²

Floor
Height
2.70 m

Number
of Floors
5

Area per
floor
150 m²

Building
Height
13.50 m

Potential Dwellings
(based on GLA 2b4p
and 80% net/gross)
7
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Fig 77. Data extracted from the
Revit model for sites larger than
500m2. These sites are more
likely to contain existing buildings
or structures which may require
demolition and re-provision either
as part of a new construction or
elsewhere.
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Fig 78. Data extracted from the
Revit model for smaller sites below
500m2. The number of floors is an
assumption based on the height of
the neighbouring buildings including
any windows which may have
overlooking or loss of light concerns.
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Understanding the value of the site finding exercise.

Enfield Small Sites Project

By taking a small section of inner London and looking for micro-sites the
potential for overlooked spaces which could become homes becomes
evident. It however becomes clear that there is no formal mechanism for
identifying such sites when the grain of measurement, and the system for
providing addresses are crude. A brief walk around the northern part of
Southwark, between the River Thames and Elephant and Castle allowed me
to find and photograph a similar set of potential sites. Although the exercise
was not developed into such a detailed model as for the case study area in
Hackney, the potential was clear.
Hackney has of course its own brownfield sites register. As required by the
Town and Country Planning (Brownfield Land Register) Regulations 2017
this register contains sites of ‘at least 0.25 hectares or capable of supporting
at least 5 dwellings and they are suitable, available and achievable’.26 The
Hackney Council list appears to be made from planning applications where
some demolition has occurred, as they all have planning case reference
numbers or are included in the site allocations document discussed earlier.
The absence of sites which can support fewer than five dwellings, and are
under 0.25 hectares, seems to be an indication that there are sufficient larger
sites, or that smaller sites are not worth the effort.
Fig 48 (earlier in this chapter) shows sites in the Shoreditch area which are
being developed by Hackney Council as part of the borough’s Housing
Supply Programme27. It is not very clear how the sites under consideration
were chosen. The borough’s housing stock is subject to condition surveys
and sites like the Colville Estate, which is the largest of the orange areas on
the drawing. These were not considered to be suitable for adaptation to meet
the requirements set out in the government’s Decent Homes Standard. Other
sites appear to have been identified based on size, such as the garages in
Buckland Street discussed in Chapter 6.
There are currently fewer financial resources available to Hackney Council,
and there are fewer council officers available, than could deliver projects on
the sites which might be developed. Whilst that continues the crude method
of choosing sites will continue. If the smaller sites such as those identified
here are to be included in these kinds of plans, then a more sophisticated

Site Location and Observations

Postcode

Clarence Road Garages (73107) and land.
No evident activity on site.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 4BL

Kennedy Avenue Garages (120)
No evident activity on site.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 4PB

Location Plan

Image in April 2020

Fig 80. Sites in Ponders End typical
of those chosen by Enfield Council
for their small sites project. All the
sites shown here are garages which
appear to be in use. Mapping: OS
MasterMap® Topography Layer
[DWG geospatial data], Scale
1:1250, Tiles: GB, Updated: 28
November 2019, Ordnance Survey
(GB), Using: EDINA Digimap
Ordnance Survey Service, <https://
digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded:
2020-04-13 11:10:58.37.
(Photographs by Author)

Fig 79. Locations of sites for the
Enfield Small Sites Project. As part
of the research I visited each of the
sites taking photographs and making
observations. The map shows there
is a wide distribution across the
Borough of Enfield in North London.

26
HM Government (2017) England, The Town and Country Planning (Brownfield Land Register)
Regulations 2017. London
27
London Borough of Hackney (February 2018) Delivering the Homes Hackney Needs - Hackney
Housing Strategy 2017-22, Hackney, London.
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Enfield Small Sites Project
Site Location and Observations

Postcode

The Brightside Garages & Car
Park (former Garages 1-14, and
Garages 14-19)
Vacated former worksite..
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 5DY

Bowood Road Garages (1-22)
No evident activity on site.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 7LL

Ingersoll Road Garages (1-16)
Appears to have been
developed by private sector.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 5PU
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Location Plan

Image in April 2020

Fig 81. Sites at Enfield Highway
typical of those chosen by Enfield
Council for their small sites project.
The site at Ingersoll Road appears
to have been privately developed.
The Brightside was used temporarily
as a worksite for the council’s
decent homes works. Mapping: OS
MasterMap® Topography Layer
[DWG geospatial data], Scale
1:1250, Tiles: GB, Updated: 28
November 2019, Ordnance Survey
(GB), Using: EDINA Digimap
Ordnance Survey Service, <https://
digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded:
2020-04-13 11:10:58.37.
(Photographs by Author)

Enfield Small Sites Project
Site Location and Observations

Postcode

Berkeley Gardens Garages
(1-23)
No evident activity on site.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

N21 2PD

Location Plan

Image in April 2020

Fig 82. Sites at Bush Hill typical of
those chosen by Enfield Council for
their small sites project. Mapping:
OS MasterMap® Topography Layer
[DWG geospatial data], Scale
1:1250, Tiles: GB, Updated: 28
November 2019, Ordnance Survey
(GB), Using: EDINA Digimap
Ordnance Survey Service, <https://
digimap.edina.ac.uk>, Downloaded:
2020-04-13 11:10:58.37.
(Photographs by Author)
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Enfield Small Sites Project
Site Location and Observations

Postcode

Former Ordnance PH and
Kettering Hall
Developed by Enfield Council
as Phase 1 site.
Housing Complete

EN3 6AQ

Ordnance Road Garages (1-26)
No evident activity on site.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 6BN

Raynton Road Garages (1-14)
No evident activity on site.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 6BP

118

Location Plan

Image in April 2020

Fig 83. Sites at Enfield Lock.
Mapping: OS MasterMap®
Topography Layer [DWG geospatial
data], Scale 1:1000, Tiles: GB,
Updated: 28 November 2019,
Ordnance Survey (GB), Using:
EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey
Service, <https://digimap.edina.
ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2020-0413 11:10:58.37. (Photographs by
Author)

Enfield Small Sites Project
Site Location and Observations

Postcode

Ferndale Road Garages
No evident activity on site.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 6DH

Ramney Drive Garages
No evident activity on site.
Garages previously demolished
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 6DU

Ashton Road Garages (26-30)
No evident activity on site.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 6DG

Location Plan

Image in April 2020

Fig 84. Sites at Enfield Lock.
Mapping: OS MasterMap®
Topography Layer [DWG geospatial
data], Scale 1:1000, Tiles: GB,
Updated: 28 November 2019,
Ordnance Survey (GB), Using:
EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey
Service, <https://digimap.edina.
ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2020-04-13
11:10:58.37. I(Photographs by
Author)
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Enfield Small Sites Project
Site Location and Observations

Postcode

Stoneleigh Avenue Garages
(10-11)
Appears to have been
developed although there are
other garage sites in the area
so could be wrongly described.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN1 4HU
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Location Plan

Image in April 2020

Fig 85. Sites at Turkey Street.
Mapping: OS MasterMap®
Topography Layer [DWG geospatial
data], Scale 1:1000, Tiles: GB,
Updated: 28 November 2019,
Ordnance Survey (GB), Using:
EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey
Service, <https://digimap.edina.
ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2020-0413 11:10:58.37. (Photographs by
Author)

Enfield Small Sites Project
Site Location and Observations

Postcode

Perry Mead
Developed by Enfield Council.
Housing Complete

EN2 8BZ

1a Padstow Road
Developed by Enfield Council.
Housing Complete

EN2 8BU

Chiltern Dene Garages (1-10)
No evident activity on site.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN2 7HH

Location Plan

Image in April 2020

Fig 86. Sites at Highland Enfield.
Mapping: OS MasterMap®
Topography Layer [DWG geospatial
data], Scale 1:1000, Tiles: GB,
Updated: 28 November 2019,
Ordnance Survey (GB), Using:
EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey
Service, <https://digimap.edina.
ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2020-04-13
11:10:58.37 (Photographs by Author)
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Enfield Small Sites Project
Site Location and Observations

Postcode

13a-13c Padstow Road
Developed by Enfield Council.
Housing Complete

EN2 8BU

Hedge Hill
Developed by Enfield Council.
Housing Complete

EN2 8RU
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Location Plan

Image in April 2020

Fig 87. Sites close to Gordon Hill,
Enfield. These are early examples
of Enfield Council’s plans to
redevelop small sites. Peter Barber
Architects have designed several
housing types on former garage
sites. Mapping: OS MasterMap®
Topography Layer [DWG geospatial
data], Scale 1:1000, Tiles: GB,
Updated: 28 November 2019,
Ordnance Survey (GB), Using:
EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey
Service, <https://digimap.edina.
ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2020-0413 11:10:58.37. (Photographs by
Author)

Enfield Small Sites Project
Site Location and Observations

Postcode

The Sunny Road Garages (1-7)
No evident activity on site.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 5EF

Ordnance Road Garages (1-26)
No evident activity on site.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 6BN

Raynton Road Garages (1-14)
No evident activity on site.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 6BP

Location Plan

Image in April 2020

Fig 88. Mapping: OS MasterMap®
Topography Layer [DWG geospatial
data], Scale 1:1000, Tiles: GB,
Updated: 28 November 2019,
Ordnance Survey (GB), Using:
EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey
Service, <https://digimap.edina.
ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2020-0413 11:10:58.37. (Photographs by
Author)
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Enfield Small Sites Project
Site Location and Observations

Postcode

The Sunny Road Garages (1-7)
No evident activity on the site
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613

EN3 5EF

Land at Redlands Road & Leys
Road West
No evident activity on site.
Included in list for disposal to
Naked House in Cabinet Report
KD4613
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EN3 5HW

Location Plan

Image in April 2020

Fig 89. Sites in Enfield Highway
typical of those chosen by Enfield
Council for their small sites
project. Mapping: OS MasterMap®
Topography Layer [DWG geospatial
data], Scale 1:1250, Tiles: GB,
Updated: 28 November 2019,
Ordnance Survey (GB), Using:
EDINA Digimap Ordnance Survey
Service, <https://digimap.edina.
ac.uk>, Downloaded: 2020-0413 11:10:58.37. (Photographs by
Author)

measuring and recording method will need to be applied which could be
something close to that examined and explained in this chapter.
Conversations undertaken with the Mayor of Hackney, as part of this
research, have indicated that the very small sites would be the last to
be considered. The use of an area measurement as the basis of ease of
development, in other words assuming larger sites are going to be simpler
to develop and provide more homes, runs the risk of missing sites which in a
private sector context would have already been developed and be providing
significant additional homes.
During the spring of 2020 a comparison was undertaken with the sites under
examination in the Enfield Council’s small sites project. There are a number of
decisions by the council’s cabinet which demonstrate the thinking behind that
scheme, but little evidence of what led to their choice of the sites that were
discussed in the context of the Naked House proposals in Chapter 1. Fig 80
- Fig 89 show sites visited in Enfield at various locations and in various states
of completeness. Fig 79 shows the distribution of sites across the borough.
It seems likely that the local authority decided to dispose of all their surplus
garages and this was the simple basis of the decision-making process
there. The site at Ordnance Road was a former pub so is more atypical in
this regard. It is often the case that council-led projects are motivated by the
desire to remove long-running or problematic issues from their members’
casework. Derelict garages and pubs are often in this category, which could
have led to the reasons for the selection of these sites. It is almost universally
the case that the Enfield sites are below the area required for inclusion in the
mandatory brownfield sites register. An initial examination of current borough
planning policy by Enfield Council during the inception of the small sites
project makes no reference to the development of small sites but instead
does identify a shortage of housing affordable to local residents which
needed to be addressed through future planning policy.

Fig 90. Recent redevelopment
at Dovercourt Estate, Islington.
The estate has been redeveloped
including adding new housing in
vacant spaces, improving public
realm and adding better planting
and play equipment. Empty single
storey garages have been removed.
(Photograph by Author)
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Fig 91. New conventional, yet welldesigned housing built by Hackney
Council in King Edward’s Road
during the period when the thesis
research was being undertaken.
(Photograph by Author)

How can derelict sites be identified and made available for any development?
The sites identified by both the thesis research carried out into Hoxton and
by the Enfield small sites project show the potential quantity and variety of
locations worthy of consideration.
The size of site considered to be viable is less clear with the UK government’s
brownfield land register28 indicating that sites below 250 m2 are considered
to be very small and may not be worth considering. In most planning policies
a similar minimum measure, 10 housing units, is also considered to be worth
including in affordability calculations.
The data from the Hoxton study shows that out of the 49 identified sites only
10 of them would provide ten or more housing units, whilst only six would
exceed the 250 m2 area. The brownfield register allows for sites which would
support five homes or more to be included which would still exclude all but 20
of the 49 sites.
My attempt to persuade Hackney Council to include small sites in their site
identification process for the new local plan fell foul of an argument along
similar lines. Large sites were considered of interest to the Council whilst very
small sites were not considered even if they could potentially be grouped
together.
Two neighbouring London Boroughs have however undertaken schemes
which I have explored as part of my research. At the Lamble Street estate in
Kentish Town, Camden Council have inserted additional housing on vacant
sites at the ends of existing housing blocks and on pockets of underused
land. In this scheme, designed by Burd Haward Architects29, three sites have
been grouped together to develop in a coherent package for private sale.
In the London Borough of Islington the Dovercourt estate has also been
redeveloped to provide additional housing. Former garages have been
replaced with new housing of mixed tenure including what was proposed to
be 27% private housing with 77% of dwellings at affordable rents.

28
UK Government (2020) Brownfield land registers - Guidance. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/
guidance/brownfield-land-registers (Accessed: September 2020).
29
Burd Haward Architects (2020) Gospel Oak Housing. Available at: https://www.burdhaward.
com/projects/gospel-oak-housing/ (Accessed: September 2020).
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Once again it is difficult to determine what led to the instigation of these
projects . Despite news stories in the Islington Gazette30 at the beginning of
the project containing a predictable range of derogatory comments about
being trampled over by the local authority and concerns about increasing the
population on the site, my own visit to Dovercourt was met with what looked
like a very successful project. Gone were the ambiguous left-over spaces
and derelict garages to be replaced with what looked like almost tenure-blind
housing connecting the estate to the neighbouring streets.
Equally the projects designed by Peter Barber in Enfield show the
potential for re-using these very small sites. Undoubtedly good building
design is a crucial ingredient to ensure a good relationship to the urban
realm and careful treatment of complicated sites. The London Plan31
explicitly recommends a high-quality public realm as an ingredient of any
development. This does not mean vacant spaces invariably filled with paladin
bins and old mattresses but instead carefully designed and well maintained
surfaces, planting and play facilities.
With these site considerations in mind, the next chapters will explore what is
required to deliver some of these and other similar projects. In doing so this
will also introduce the role of the self-builder.

30
Islington Gazette (2015) Angry residents ‘trampled roughshod’ over Islington estate plan.
Available at: https://www.islingtongazette.co.uk/news/angry-residents-trampled-roughshod-over-islingtonestate-plan-1-3926487.
31
London Plan - Mayor of London, Chapter 7 - https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/planning/
london-plan/current-london-plan/london-plan-chapter-seven-londons-living-spac-10 - accessed Sept 2020.
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Chapter 3: The Role of Public Engagement

Fig 92. Walter’s Way, Lewisham.
This photograph shows one of the
dwellings which is almost complete.
(Photograph from https://www.
academyofurbanism.org.uk/journalcommunity-led-urbanism (Accessed
20th April 2016)

There is much to be said about public engagement in the context of built
environment projects and even more about the sensitivities of building close
to people’s homes and in established communities. This chapter will describe
a series of projects designed to explore the appetite for self-building amongst
Hoxton’s residents and promote a discussion about the more general features
of the neighbourhood. The wider context of Hackney Council’s planning
policies will also feature.
An appropriate approach to public engagement
Public engagement should be an important part of any building project.
The impact of new structures on a neighbourhood and its residents can
understandably cause huge concern. Hence this thesis needed to explore
several aspects of public engagement to both avoid an unfavourable
response and engage with Hackney Council as the landowner.
Local councils are very used to undertaking public engagement exercises
that are not always successful. A previous Hackney Council project, know as
Estates Plus, proposed to add additional homes to council estates. But the
designed schemes were developed without enough neighbour involvement,
resulting in a political firestorm in 2008 that resulted in demonstrations in front
of Hackney Town Hall. (Fig 93)
Wary of this problem, I was therefore keen to proceed cautiously with a
strategy to establish whether any interest existed in the local community.
I began with a simple question: how can a researcher begin to understand
or assess the appetite of Hoxton residents for participating in building their
own future homes, and in developing a project that would be of interest to
the local council? My strategy at the outset was based on nothing more
than an initial experimental idea, executed with help from the UCL Public
Engagement Unit. Later a more ambitious project evolved out of Hackney
Council’s own attempts at consulting for a local plan for Shoreditch. Finally I
attempted to use part of an existing model to occupy one of the project sites
to focus the discussions on an actual location.
No specific methods were undertaken for my process of public engagement.
Generally the approach was ‘build it and they will come’ with subsequent
actions based on what had been discovered as a result. Deciding which
public engagement projects to undertake was thus an ad-hoc process largely
based on trying to propel the local council into action and on the availability
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of funds for construction or delivery. Subsequent reflection might suggest
the benefit of a more structured approach with clearer expectations. Prue
Chiles, in her public engagement work in the city of Sheffield1, makes use of
a narrative to determine how to approach urban renewal. When discussing
New Forms of Practice she particularly focuses upon the role of the architect
as a facilitator. The extent to which I was acting in this fashion is open to
interpretation but the intentions were to genuinely understand the desire for,
but not necessarily the form of, an actual self-build housing project.
For any self-build housing project to succeed, potential builders and
subsequent residents need to be identified, and their willingness to
participate ascertained.2 The commitment needed for self-building a home
is considerable, requiring a good deal of money, physical effort and time,
albeit in partnership with others. It is evident from looking just at the amount
of time previous projects have taken to complete, that any participants have
to be very willing and resourceful, and possess a good deal of energy and
commitment.
There are many recent historical precedents for community-led self-building
schemes. In Lewisham in London, discussed in more detail in Chapter 1, it
was the local council that created the Walters Way (Fig 92) and Segal Close
schemes in 1979-80, which provided over 27 homes for families who were on
the Housing Department’s waiting list. Subsequently at Hedgehog in Brighton
in the mid-1990s, which was built using methods derived from Walter Segal,
a co-operatively built 10-dwelling project involved the labour of adults and
children alike; led this time by a housing association, the Hedgehog model
allowed the tenants of the completed buildings a 30% discount on their
rents.3 There is little doubt that both Segal and others involved in instigating
this project provided an important facilitating role.
When considering any similar project for Hoxton, and in order to be confident
of getting a reasonable cross-section of potential participants, then an
interested group would need to be identified. However, without a credible
project such a group would be hard to motivate.
When looking at possible methods of contacting interested people in Hoxton,
some suitable formats to employ include attending local festivals, public
activities in local street markets or taking part in estate-based events such as

Fig 93. Invitation to a demonstration
against the Estates Plus plans
instigated by Hackney Council
in 2008. It was important in any
potential public engagement
exercise to avoid creating a
backlash against the project before
it had even started which is what
happened here. The plans were
shelved at a very early stage.

1
Chiles, P. (2006) ‘Re-imagining the City of Sheffield’, Digital Humanities Institute. Available at:
https://www.dhi.ac.uk/matshef/chiles/MSchilesp.htm (Accessed 2020).
2
Benson, M. (2015) Creating a Nation of Self-Builders, London: Goldsmiths.
3
Forever Green, http://www.forevergreen.org.uk/Forever_Green_Ecological_Architects/
Hedgehog_Self_Build.html (Accessed April 2016)
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Fig 94. Details of the panels installed
inside the market stall for visitors to
interact. Participants were invited to
stick labels on the activities they felt
they could undertake, and to show
where they lived.

Have you ever thought about
building your own home?

Walter’s Way, Lewisham. Self built by residents in the 1980s

Where do you live?

(put a sticker near your home or in one of the boxes)

Quinta Monroy, Chile. Residents can complete their houses

E1

(outside map)

Hedgehog,
Brighton.
Collectively
builtbuilt
by families
for low
Hedgehog,
Brighton.
Collectively
by families
for rents.
low rents.

tenants’ forums. These formats however also need to avoid the problem of
‘consultation fatigue’ if they hope to maximise their value for this thesis.4

Alabama, USA. Student help for self-builders

Lilac, Leeds. Resident-led Community Land Trust.

It is also helpful to determine what sort of activities self-builders might be
prepared to consider, as there are many obvious ways to contribute what
is termed sweat equity to a building project. Be it skilled or unskilled labour
as a electrician, carpenter or plasterer or, as in the Brighton scheme, by
also providing child care to allow those involved to spend as much time
as possible doing the actual building, it is very useful to know what types
of construction of related skills would be available to a planned self-build
project.

Russ, Lewisham. Multi-storey community self-build.

What could you add to a project?

(put as many stickers as you like on things you think you could do or learn to do)

There is also an important role for educational institutions or individual
educators in providing additional skills for those willing to work a self-build
project. It is unlikely that all the skills required will be readily available in any
single community group, but might be able to be provided in conjunction
with local education providers. One case-study project at Broadway Estate in
Tilbury5 for example uses a form of assisted self-build which is supported by
a nearby Further Education college.

E2

(outside map)

N1

(outside map)

E8

(outside map)

A pop-up market stall

E5

(outside map)

OTHER
(outside map)

Fig 95. Initial sketch ideas for
interactive drawing for the public
engagement exercise. The proposal
was to allow visitors to press buttons
and illuminate options similar to Fig
99 with LEDs placed adjacent to
activities.

For this thesis, the first stage in considering how to engage with the public
in Hoxton was to approach UCL’s Public Engagement Unit6 to examine
the best available methods. Their ‘Train and Engage’ programme7 offered
taught sessions with other UCL researchers and discussed how to
undertake meaningful public engagement. At the end of the process, a
public engagement strategy was developed for this thesis and presented
to the group for comment. Funding was then made available by the
Public Engagement Unit for the project by submitting an application to an
assessment panel including former successful applicants.
My proposal, which was for an initial pilot investigation followed by further
events, consisted of constructing a mobile market stall which could be used
to attempt to engage with future self-builders in a given locality.
4
The Healthy Communities Programme (2010), Not Another Consulation.
5
Sustainable Social Capital (2004) Broadway Estate Tilbury Essex, CABE
6
UCL Public Engagement Unit (2020) About Public Engagement. Available at: https://www.ucl.
ac.uk/culture/public-engagement/about (Accessed: September 2020).
7
UCL Train and Engage Programme, https://www.ucl.ac.uk/public-engagement/funding/
trainandengage (Accessed March 2015)
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Fig 96. Sketch by David Eland
drawn during a discussion with me
about what a market stall might
look like. The intention to create
a form of house on wheels with a
high chimney is evident. The interior
spaces would be used to engage
with visitors.
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The mobile stall would be domestic in scale with many of the features of a
home. This was a development from an initial idea for a more permanent
structure based on an interactive map. A large drawing, which began with
sketches like Fig 95, showing a potential self-build housing development
under construction, was thus to be displayed in the house-like stall. A
Saturday market pitch in Hoxton Street, which is right at the heart of the casestudy area, was then used for the first outing of the structure. Hoxton Street
Market has the added advantage of attracting 70% of its visitors from the
local N1 postcode. It was important to consider that using markets for public
consultations is not uncommon, particularly amongst local authorities. The
structure would need to be both intriguing and provide interesting activities
to keep visitors engaged, so as to avoid being ignored amongst other market
traders.
The 1.5 metre-high drawing installed inside the stall showed a notional
scheme designed for a site close to the market, and also displayed a series
of building activities in progress. The hypothetical multi-storey building was of
a type which could be achieved in the neighbourhood. (Fig 94) The activities
were designed to cover a range of skills and levels of ambition. Some of the
suggestions included a role for those who already had skills, such as
‘I would plaster’ for example, whereas others suggested that participants
were willing to be trained along the lines of ‘I would like to learn to plaster
walls’.
It was anticipated that visitors to the mobile market stall would stick labels
on to the drawing in places where the construction and associated activities
shown were those they would be willing to undertake. Different coloured
labels, possibly bearing numbers, would be given to participants in order to
determine local demographics when I was then observing the finished image.
The stall was also to be used to demonstrate some building activities through
its own built enclosure. A simple frame was envisaged with a roof to keep the
drawing and visitors dry. The walls enclosing the frame could be increasingly
clad with timber shingles during the course of the day by visitors. This would
allow participants at least a limited experience of the building tasks involved.
Fig 97. Concept diagram showing
the principle of an information panel
protected by a roof with a floor
to demarcate the stall’s territory
(Drawing by Author)
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Fig 99. An early example of an
interactive map. In the days before
digital video screens such devices
allowed those seeking information to
press labelled buttons, for example
for the name of a location, and
see lights illuminate on a map to
show the journey route. Indicateur
d’Itineraires Paris Metro (Photograph
http://www.thecinetourist.net/lesamourai-places-and-maps.html
Accessed April 2016)

Clearly a simple process would also be required to discover demographic
information about the participant including their postcode, occupation and
age. This could be ascertained at the point of supplying the label.
The application made to the UCL’s ‘Train and Engage Fund’ to pay for the
construction and operation of the market stall was ultimately successful. It

Fig 98. Development plan and
elevation sketches of the market
stall showing the potential for
the side to open and contain an
interactive map. The chimney and
flag would attract attention in the
busy market. (Drawing by Author)
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Fig 100. Computer model of the
proposed market stall. The image
shows the stall with both sides open
to allow for access and containing
a brazier to create both smoke from
the chimney and warmth for winter
outings. Hot water could be boiled
to make tea. Wheels were added
to allow movement although it was
ultimately very heavy. (Drawing by
Author)

was envisaged that two people were needed to run the event: one to manage
the interaction of visitors with the drawing, and another to look after those
who preferred adding shingles to the external structure. Funding was duly
secured for the project in Autumn 2015.
Designing the market stall

Fig 101. Stall under construction in
Bartlett workshop. The initial idea
was based on a timber barrow.
Thus a framed base structure was
developed with wheels to allow
movement. Battens would allow
the attachment of cedar shingle
cladding. (Author’s photograph)

The initial design proposal for the mobile market stall was for a simple
structure which would provide shelter for the drawing and the people
involved in the interaction. A device was considered whereby buttons could
be pressed to light up the various activities on the drawing based on the
principal of interactive maps (Fig 99). It was to form an underlay with the
buttons linking to the various activities used as an alternative to using the
labels.
As the design developed, however, and following suggestions from the
funding body, the proposal developed into a more ambitious structure which
could contain the drawing and also be used as an opportunity for some
actual construction work to be done by visitors.
Whilst considering how to arrive at a final design, a meeting was held with a
local architect, David Eland, who had offered to help out at the market. The
discussion with him produced the drawing in Fig 95. This was then developed
into a computer model which became the ultimate design of the mobile stall
(Fig 100).
The intention of the stall design now was to provide a representation of some
of the facets of a self-built dwelling that would give some sort of notion of
narrative, or sense of familiarity, with what the visitor encounters. It was in
essence a miniature building containing walls, floor and roof with a prominent
chimney to provide a visual presence on the street. A home-made brazier
was included providing the opportunity for lighting a fire whose smoke was
visible within the market. The fire produced hot water from a kettle so that
cups of tea could be made for visitors, as well as providing some warmth for
the operators on winter days in the market. By introducing an opening side
panel, the design sought to embrace the visitor when they were looking at the
drawing, and provide shelter.
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Fig 102. Stall under construction
outside after becoming too tall. The
chimney needed to be shingled
as the visitors would not be able
to reach the top. Ultimately it
was made to fold down to allow
for transportation. (Author’s
photograph)
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Fig 105. Field testing the stall
in Hoxton Street Market. The
photograph shows the stall awaiting
visitors to come and add shingles
to the open battened areas. The
chimney is complete to ensure its
function. The green canvas roof,
which is billowing in the strong wind,
was made at the last minute to keep
the drawing inside dry. (Author’s
photograph)

Stall construction
Initial construction of the structure began in the Bartlett School of Architecture
in the latter part of 2015. Market ‘barrows’ provided a precedent for the
design of a timber chassis onto which was mounted a timber shingle-clad
structure with a steel axle, supports and proprietary wheels (Fig 101).
In early 2016 the construction had to be moved out of the Bartlett workshop
to accommodate the high chimney (Fig 102). This chimney is designed to
fold down to allow for transportation. The cedar shingle cladding, which
was carefully chosen as it was a construction which could be continued
by the stall visitors, was started off by myself as the constructor on the less
accessible parts. This swiftly added weight to the structure. Raising the
chimney began to require a winch for safety. The lower and more accessible
parts of the structure were then left to be clad in the market by the visitors.
Cedar cladding is clearly not a material which is native to East London, being
more closely associated with rural North America. However the material’s
unconventional nature and particularly its sustainability added a sense of
natural texture and intrigue to the design of the stall.

Fig 103. Transportation of the stall
using a low loader from Camden
Town to Hoxton. The chimney had
been designed to fold down. The
need for the low loader which was
costly reduced the chances for
using multiple locations for the stall.
(Author’s photograph)

The weight of the shingles proved to be considerably more than had been
anticipated, resulting in a heavy and somewhat difficult structure to move. A
car transporter was required to move the stall to the market. Consideration
was given to using a form of motorised chassis but this was ruled out due to
its high cost.
Field testing in Hoxton Street Market
Obtaining a pitch in Hoxton Street Market required numerous e-mails to
Hackney Council’s Markets Department. This was partly due to the need
to change the date at least once, as the stall was not ready, and partly to
confirm with them that UCL held suitable insurance. Transport of the stall
was however proving to be problematic as once the shingles had been partly
completed, in particular those which were out of reach on the chimney, it had
become very heavy.
My original plan to simply push it through the streets was naïve to say the
least. I did obtain a battery-powered jockey wheel which allowed motorised
movement. It was however very slow, only being designed to manoeuvre
a caravan short distances. I calculated that it would take many hours to
use this method to drive the stall from UCL in Camden Town to Hoxton
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Fig 104. Testing the chimney
outside my house in Kingsland
Road, Shoreditch, prior to the first
outing. The stall was subsequently
man-handled the 500 metres to the
market. (Author’s photograph)
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Fig 106. Image showing part of
the drawing after use in the market
stall. Blue labels have been added
by visitors to show the activities in
which they felt able to participate.
(Drawing by Author)

Task

Participant
Label

I would plaster
I can move soil on a planted roof
I would lay paving
I would cut and lay insulation
I would look after the money
I can provide catering
I would like to learn to plaster walls
I would like to learn carpentry and joinery
I would like to be a plumber
I would learn to do electrical work
I would install heating or plumbing
i am an electrician
I would mix mortar and concrete
I would fix studwork, windows and doors

10.0

3
6
2
3
7
4
3
10
5
7
2
0
2
2

10

7.5
7

7

6
5.0

5
4
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I would fix studwork, windows and doors

I can provide catering

I would like to learn carpentry and joinery

I would like to learn to plaster walls

I would mix mortar and concrete

I would look after the money

2

I would cut and lay insulation

I would lay paving

I can move soil on a planted roof

0

I would plaster

2

2

2

i am an electrician

3

I would learn to do electrical work

3

I would install heating or plumbing

3

I would like to be a plumber

2.5

Fig 107. The data obtained from
the first market stall event in
February 2016. There was no limit
on the number of labels a visitor
could place. There were around 20
participants.
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Fig 108. An extract from the drawing
panel from inside the market stall.
Visitors placed stickers where they
lived showing their local proximity
to the market. The effect of the
weather is evident on the written
text. (Drawing by Author)

Street. Ultimately a low loader truck was hired at some expense and the
stall was moved to my garden which was near to the market. Final checks
were undertaken, including making sure the chimney drew properly by
using smoke pellets in the fireplace. This took place on the day prior to an
early start on the Saturday morning of the market. On reflection an event
could have been created around the ritual of the stall’s transportation to the
neighbourhood. At the time completing the construction had used all the
energy I had.
With reference to Charles Landry’s ‘Toolkit for Urban Innovators’ he suggests
‘Creativity on its own does not provide the solution to urban problems, but at
least it gives decision-makers an ideas bank with which to work and out of
which innovations can emerge’. It does not however seem to be essential to
capitalize on every opportunity.8
On 20th February 2016 the stall was duly set up and field-tested in Hoxton
Street Market. The Hackney Markets Service had ultimately provided a
free pitch for the project, for which I was very grateful. With the fire lit and
stall unfolded, there was soon plenty of interest and curiosity. The drawing
was fixed inside the stall under a rudimentary canvas roof to provide some
shelter. Once placed in the market, the stall seemed very small and the windy
and cold conditions meant that talking to members of the public required
considerable confidence.
The method chosen for engagement with visitors was to explain to them the
purpose of the stall, to ask them to look at the drawing and apply labels,
and then to attempt the practical task if they were interested. The pitch was
occupied by the stall from 9am until 1.30pm but then heavy rain started.
Although essentially experimental, the engagement methods were based
on creating a narrative of what was possible in the local area. During that
morning period 20 people visited the stall and interacted with the drawing
by adding labels to activities shown on the drawing. Approximately seven of
the visitors also attempted the practical task of fixing cedar shingles to the
outside of the structure (as a refinement of the method described in the initial
strategy).

8
Landry, C. (2008) The creative city : a toolkit for urban innovators. 2nd ed. edn. London:
Earthscan.
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Fig 109. A subsequent outing of the
market stall outside 215 Kingsland
Road. Models of the adjacent
self built dwelling were displayed
in the stall to encourage a wide
conversation about self-building.
(Photograph by Author)
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Detailed information about demographics was not collected on that initial
occasion largely due to the effort required to undertake the other tasks.
However a map which was included next to the drawing (Fig 108) where
visitors labelled the location of their homes. There was a pleasing number
of local participants which helped to legitimise the choice of location for the
public engagement exercise. The proximity to the market meant that Hackney
local councillors also visited the stall along with local residents, and they
responded positively to the proposed ideas, thereby providing an opportunity
to keep in contact with them in the future.

Subsequent uses of the stall
The field test carried out on 20th February 2016 was intended to be the first
of several outings that would allow the stall to become something of a familiar
presence on the local streets. It was already clear from the first outing that
there is an appetite for a self-building housing project such as this amongst
local residents.
The weather on 20th February was however very inclement, which affected
the duration of the session as well as potentially reducing the willingness of
the participants to become involved in the building activity.
Further outings of the stall required a considerable effort. Several Saturdays
were earmarked for visits to Hoxton Street. The initial effort had been a team
effort but finding those willing to take part was not simple. Such public-facing
events require a certain confidence which is not always readily available
among friends and family and volunteers.

Results of the initial investigation
Fig 106 shows the drawing after the first engagement process. As well as
trying to show activities in which visitors could engage as potential builders,
some other data was collected about where people lived. Many of those
who engaged with the stall happened to live very close to the market, which
accorded with the findings of Hackney Council’s 2014 survey about the
demographics of the market users. It was relatively easy to become involved
in discussions with interested parties about the local housing situation and
whether self-building might be a solution. The labelling activity was quick and
easy which helped with participation.

Thus the second outing of the mobile stall was an unambitious trip to the
outside of my front gate. The stall was set up on the footway on Kingsland
Road. It was interesting to consider the relationship between my own self-built
studio building and the activity being described in the mobile market stall.
An early model of my design for the Kingsland Road building was included
and visitors interacted with the drawing in the same way as before. As noted
the stall had already been fitted with a powered jockey wheel, allowing it to
be manoeuvred by one person (Fig 111). Visitors were positive about the
ideas shown. The stall however had been outside since February and was
beginning to show signs of deteriorating.

Fewer people were interested in learning to apply the cedar shingle cladding.
It had been anticipated that this would be an easy activity but in general the
visitors to the stall found the task to be too difficult, even though all that was
required was to nail a shingle to a batten.
All in all approximately 20 labels were added helpfully showing visitors’ home
locations (Fig 108)

The next outing to Hoxton Street Market was scheduled for September. I had
decided to reinforce the structure as safety concerns with the existing timber
chassis made me reluctant to use it in Hoxton Street. A new steel frame was
fabricated to avoid the chimney collapsing and to ensure the motorised wheel
worked.

Fig 107 shows the distribution of activities that visitors to the stall were willing
to undertake, consisting of a variety of those which required existing skills
and those which could suit even novices.
The use of a narrative that was based around the idea of home could be
described as successful as a visitor to the stall subsequently posted an
image on a social media platform, eliciting the humorous response that the
house was a little small to live in.
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Fig 111. The market stall at
Kingsland Road on 25th June
2016. The proximity of the self-built
house and studio allowed older
models to be included as a topic for
discussion. Each time the stall was
used, a new drawing was added and
visitors invited to add more labels.
There was a distinct similarity in
their answers at the various events.
(Photograph by Author)

On 16th September 2016 the second visit to Hoxton Street Market was
undertaken. The newly restored mobile stall was driven, using the motorised
jockey wheel, the 200-metre distance from my front garden to the market. The
wheel, intended to move a caravan, moved the stall extremely slowly, making
the journey take 30 minutes or so to do. The stall once installed in Hoxton
Street Market elicited similar responses to the previous visit.

Fig 110. Attempting to promote
self-building at ‘Gingerbread City’
The housing portrayed in this model
had a gingerbread frame with
inserted panels and was intended
to illustrate work in progress. The
other structures were ambitious with
some large architecture practices
delivering enormous gingerbread
structures. (Photograph by Author)
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The following weekend a third and ultimately final visit was made to Hoxton
Street using the stall. Although the lengthy slow walk with the caravan jockey
wheel as transport was avoided by accepting a tow from a friend’s car, the
usefulness of the process was now becoming questionable. Each outing
had produced a fairly similar set of results, probably due to my recurrent
use of Saturday as the day to carry out the research. The visitors to the stall
liked the idea of building their own homes but were often pre-occupied with
the expense of current housing. It was clear to me that although there was
interest in a self-build project, with several people contributing their email
addresses, a more tangible offer was what was needed.
When reflecting upon the decision to build the stall and undertake a public
engagement exercise it is worth considering what has been gained. Several
more conventional consultation exercises would have featured asking
questions door-to-door in the local community, or using the internet to post
a questionnaire for individuals to complete, or holding a public meeting.
Inner-city residents in a location like Hoxton are very familiar with the normal
kinds of approaches, and are potentially suffering from consultation fatigue9.
The use of the stall both enlivened the market and provided a focus around
an interesting set of actions. It also made it difficult for any single person to
dominate the narrative, a substantial risk in public meetings in my personal
experience. But was sufficient use made of the mobile stall and were enough
people’s views taken into account are legitimate questions to ask. The
effort involved in establishing the stall on the street for a short session was
considerable, often leaving little energy left for the actual discussions which
could have taken place. However, awareness was definitely raised amongst
local politicians - a factor that was important as the Hackney Council owns
most of the potential building sites.

on a part-completed self-build project to promote the idea. The model, made
from laser-cut pieces of gingerbread, was loosely based on the framed
system that I was envisaging. Cut into the gingerbread, was the slogan ‘we
are self-building, so are we’ as in my model there were two buildings featured
adjacent to each other. The gingerbread model was featured in the show
alongside megastructures constructed by large firms of architects. Each
of the other ‘sites’ for the entries was located according to a masterplan by
Tibbalds, a large urban design consultancy.
Although this was a seemingly frivolous exercise it was interesting to consider
what a self-build project meant to a local area. In the context of the other
gingerbread models it was noticeable that my self-built proposal looked both
unfinished and somewhat brutal.
‘Future Hoxton’

Fig 112. Front page of Future
Shoreditch consultation invitation
document. (https://consultation.
hackney.gov.uk/planning-regulatoryservices/future-shoreditch-issuesand-options/supporting_documents/
Future Shoreditch_Issues_and_
Options_December_2017.pdf accessed August 2020.)

9
Cowans, D. (2003) ‘Consultation fatigue? Stop surveying and start listening’, Housing Today.
10
Museum of Architecture (2020) The Gingerbread City. Available at: https://www.
museumofarchitecture.org/exhibitions.html (Accessed: September 2020).
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Recent years have seen dramatic change in the neighbourhood. Like
many other parts of East London, property prices have risen dramatically
and development pressure is high. Writing in 2006, Ray Rogers, former
conservation and design officer at Hackney Council, highlighted the difficulty
of balancing the need for economic activity and maintaining the local
character.12
Working with Jan Kattein, a local architect and collaborator of the Kings Cross
Skip Garden13, our project for the exhibition included a large-scale model
of the area to which visitors to the gallery could add their ideas. A series of
events were organised, including visits by local school children and various
ad-hoc drop-in sessions. The school children made small building projects.
All visitors were encouraged to write their ideas on flags and plant them at
appropriate locations within the large model.

‘Gingerbread City’
In the winter of 2016 an offer was received to participate in ‘Gingerbread
City’, an event allowing architects to create models of buildings made
from actual gingerbread, intended to promote the idea behind the thesis.
‘Gingerbread City’10 was organised by the Museum of Architecture, a charity
promoting architectural entrepreneurship. Although architecture practices
tended to pay to take part in the event, a few free student places were offered
to the Bartlett School of Architecture. I decided to propose an entry based

‘ Future Hoxton’ was conceived as an opportunity for visitors to a small
gallery known as PEER, an ‘innovative art organisation on the local high
street’ 11, to suggest ideas about the future character of the neighbourhood.
As mentioned, Hoxton is a diverse community in Inner London, part of the
London Borough of Hackney and historically in the borough of Shoreditch.
Hoxton Street, where PEER is based, sits at the centre of the area under
exploration in this thesis, as was outlined in Chapter 2.

Fig 113. Arnstein’s ladder
showing different types of citizen
participation. Hackney Council’s
‘Future Shoreditch’ consultation
would appear to fall amongst
‘degrees of tokenism’.

11
PEER (2020) PEER - About Us. Available at: https://www.peeruk.org/about-new (Accessed:
September 2020).
12
Rogers, R. and Smith, J. (2006) Behind the Veneer. London: English Heritage.
13
Global Generation (2019) The Skip Garden. Available at: https://www.globalgeneration.org.uk/
about-the-skip-garden (Accessed: September 2020).

Fig 114. Sketch of proposal for the
model and gallery space by Jan
Kattein. The model would be close
to the front of the gallery and visible
thorough the shop window. Tools
and equipment would be arranged
at the back but visible to allow the
activity to be evident to passers-by.
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Fig 115. Construction drawing,
based on a three-dimensional
computer model, of a section of the
base model for Future Hoxton. Each
table, of which there were three, was
designed to have a flat top to allow
for construction of the model and
be able to be sloped upwards to be
visible through the windows of the
gallery during other times. (Drawing
by Author)

PEER was chosen as a venue because it not only provides a shop window
at the centre of the area, it also has an exceptional history of supporting
high-quality local projects. There are two main spaces in the gallery, which
were originally shop units. ‘Future Hoxton’ was held alongside Urban
Harvest developed by local artist Rut Blees Luxemburg. PEER14 has recently
undergone a project to ensure the spaces inside the gallery are highly visible
to passers-by on Hoxton Street through large windows. In addition, a garden
has been created on the street outside with seating. Known as Kadija’s
Garden, it attracts attention to the shop windows. The gallery is adjacent to
Hoxton Street post office.

Reacting to ‘Future Shoreditch’
As a local resident and business-owner I had been a contributor to an
exercise previously undertaken by the London Borough of Hackney called
‘Future Shoreditch’. In order to respond to development pressure in the
Shoreditch Triangle and nearby, the borough wanted to develop a new area
action plan, which is a detailed statutory planning document, in order that
they could establish new land-use rules.

Fig 116. Using similar methods to
those which could be employed by a
self-builder, the components of the
display tables were cut, based on
the computer model shown in Fig
115 (Photograph by Author)

Meetings had been held involving local businesses, ‘representative groups’
and local councillors to establish how the future of Shoreditch should look.
There was however a very poor reaction from adjacent Hoxton residents who
felt insufficiently involved in the process.
The South Shoreditch area is dominated by businesses and has a vibrant
nightlife. The consultation focused on this buzzing area south of Hoxton
Square. Residents in the adjacent housing to the north were surprised to see
a boundary to the area covered by the proposed plan which did not include
their homes. Indeed, it soon appeared that there was not going to be any
attempt to create a synergy between the area dominated by business and
nightlife, and the wider neighbourhood.
The view that the act of creating such a boundary needed more discussion
had been backed up by local councillors who took part in the initial
consultation.

14
PEER (2020) PEER - About Us. Available at: https://www.peeruk.org/about-new (Accessed:
September 2020).
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Fig 117. Cork blocks used to
represent the buildings on a laser
engraved map. Each building block
was cut in the gallery whilst visible
to the passing public through the
window. Cork was chosen due to is
sustainability and ability to accept
flags. (Photograph by Author)
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Fig 119. The base model in the
window at PEER. The model was
designed to appear intriguing
to passers-by who could come
inside and add their ideas for the
neighbourhood. Often a visitor
looking through the window could be
encouraged to venture inside and
take part. (Photograph by Author)

In this way the Future Shoreditch15 consultation was typical of the types of
exercises carried out by local authorities to satisfy the need for an evidencebased approach to planning. A quick reference to the different types of
consultation events developed by Sherry Arnstein16 back in the mid-20th
century would appear to place this type of event firmly into the ‘degrees of
tokenism’ category.
The issues and options process for ‘Future Shoreditch’ was carried out in
February 2018, leading to a draft plan published in late 2018. This was then
subject to further public consultation in 2019.
Hence our ‘Future Hoxton’ project was intended to demonstrate a better
vision of a local consultation process, particularly by being more inclusive
and avoiding pre-conceived ideas. Unlike many town planning consultations,
including ‘Future Shoreditch’, there were in this case to be no pre-defined
issues and options. Those taking part could bring in any ideas they liked
to the discussion, thereby bringing it closer to the ‘citizen control’ category
defined by Arnstein.(See Fig 113)
The concept for ‘Future Hoxton’ was thus developed after a symposium
held in May 2018 under the title of ‘Urban Rooms: Civic Schools and City
Learning’.17 The session on ‘Past, Present and Future’ allowed specially for a
fulsome discussion about urban rooms and their value in public consultations.
These events appeared to be much more democratic in obtaining public
views than the meetings held for ‘Future Shoreditch’ despite the best efforts of
the Hackney Planning Policy team.

Building the base model

Fig 118. Model made by school
visitors. During organised sessions
school children developed their
ideas using ready-made objects
and were encouraged to describe
them. The image shows a high level
bouncy castle designed by a student
from Hoxton Garden Primary School
(Photograph by Author)

To develop a suitable artefact to encourage participation by visitors to
‘Future Hoxton’ a base model was built. It was important to choose a suitable
size and scale for the model which would allow a valid interpretation of the
area under consideration by visitors, and yet show enough detail to identify
individual streets and buildings. As the study area for the thesis covered most
of Hoxton, I decided that this would form the basis of the model. At 1:500,
15
London Borough of Hackney (2019) Future Shoreditch area action plan. London. Available at:
https://hackney.gov.uk/future-shoreditch (Accessed: September 2020).
16
The Citizen’s Handbook (2020) Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation. Available at: https://
www.citizenshandbook.org/arnsteinsladder.html (Accessed: September 2020).
17
Urban Rooms: Civic Schools and City Learning. https://www.ucl.ac.uk/bartlett/architecture/
events/2018/may/urban-rooms-civic-schools-city-learning-past-present-and-future - (Accessed August
2020).
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Fig 121. School children adding
to the Future Hoxton model. Four
different school groups attended on
different days, all or whom brought
some ideas to the model which were
delightfully unconstrained. These
ranged from giant slides and zip
wires to cooking spaces and bouncy
castles. (Photograph by Jan Kattein)

Key to Schools’ Projects
Purple Flags - St Monica’s Primary School Year 6

Proposals for outdoor learning spaces
a commonly used scale for models of this kind, the area would fill almost
2 metres x 3 metres. This was considered suitable for the available space
inside the gallery. To allow for manageable transportation and construction it
was constructed in three sections, each 1 metre x 2 metres. These sections
could also be moved apart to allow better access for public interaction. Each
section was constructed with a base map that was laser -etched into soft
cork sheet, which could accept the placement of flags. The cork was painted
white before the etching. Each section was carefully registered to allow for
later alignment. It was felt that the model needed to be given some inherent
architectural character. Jan Kattein had produced an initial sketch (Fig 114)
which proposed that the model ought to slope down towards the gallery
window and street outside.

1.

From its inception it had been considered advantageous to use the period in
the gallery, also to produce models of the existing buildings in the study area,
and then add them onto the base map. Various materials had been tried
including polystyrene, grey foam and cork in the hope of finding a sustainable
solution. The grey foam was the waste product from art packaging which was
appealing, but unfortunately its appearance was considered unsatisfactory.
Polystyrene had been ruled out because of waste produced when cutting
it, including potentially toxic gases being released. Cork was considered
sufficiently sustainable and pleasing in its appearance. In sheet form it could
be used to represent a single storey of an existing building. In the weeks
before arriving at PEER, the cork sheets had been laminated together in
different permutations to allow multiple heights of building to be created.
These laminated sheets were then cut on a band-saw, in the gallery, to match
printed scale maps. Each cut building could then be added to the model (Fig
117).

Proposals for play spaces

Thus during the first week of the residency at PEER the model was
constructed in a shop-window where passers-by could watch the progress.

2.

P.E. and Science Centre in Shoreditch Park

Two large greenhouses with a testing lab all beneath a giant solar panel roof. The view allows runners exercising in
the park.

Research Lab in Shoreditch Park with gardening spaces at St Leonard’s
Church and around the neighbourhood.

Several sites across Hoxton for growing different types of plants at ground and roof level. School pupils can walk from
one to another during lessons

3.
4.

Music and art space

A central bandstand allows school pupils to play music to local visitors. Drawing pods suspended between balconies
give space for students to sit and draw the neighbourhood.

Cooking Space

Three raised buildings provide space fro students to cook and enjoy hot food, baking and raw food. Gardening
spaces are used to source ingredients.

Yellow Flags - Hoxton Garden Primary School Year 3, Group 1

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Unicorn zip wire and sculpture

Zip line from top of nearby building

‘Candy Land’ adventure playground

Adventure playground with candy theme

New North Road skate park

Skate park along New North road

Giant Slide - visible from everywhere

Giant slide in Shoreditch Park into primary school

Zip wire and changing rooms

Zip line with changing facilities nearby

Outdoor swimming pool

New outdoor pool at Britannia Leisure Centre

High-level bouncy castle

High level fun inflatables

Assorted roller coasters

Roller coaters in school playground

Climbing Wall

Climbing wall on end of building

10. Waterslide

Waterslide in Regent’s Canal

11. Ferris Wheel
Fig 120. The exhibition poster
produced by PEER showing photos
of the local area and making much
of the planned opening by the Mayor
of Hackney. The photographs in
the poster were taken by me and
intended to show a positive image of
the Hoxton area.

Ferris wheel at Buckland Court

Green Flags - Randal Cremer Primary School Year 5

Proposals for cultural interventions
1.
2.
3.
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4.

Living with music

Homes and music broadcast tower

Engaging different cultures through cooking

Barbecue, Rooftop food growing and communal restaurant

Fig 122. An extract from the key
to the flags which were added to
the model by the visiting school
children, showing the range of ideas
proposed. The warm weather during
the time of the exhibition may
well have led to some particularly
outdoor-based ideas.

School is fun

School buildings form a coloured landscape

Language centre

Centre for interaction and language learning
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Fig 123. The model under
construction as seen through
the PEER gallery window. All the
activities were intended to be visible
to passers-by. Volunteers from
the gallery helped make the base
model alongside the project team.
(Photograph by Author)

Grid Square
C1
C2
C2
C2
C2
C3
D1
D2
D3
D4
E1
E2
E3
E4
F2
F3
F3
F3
F3
F4
F4
B2
C2
C3
D3
E2
E3
F2
F3
B3

Comment written on Flag
Safer lanes for bikes
Less hotels, coﬀee shops and hairdressers, more for locals needs.
Shoreditch Library needs a facelift. Open more to the street and spend a bit more on the interior.
New green space here
Its a shame there is no memorial for the young lady who was shot dead here.
More green and more trees and grass
Key worker scheme linked geographically to within a radius of where the buyer/scheme
participant works 9school/hospital). Inspires rooting versus transience in urban communities.
Encourages access for undernumerated jobs.
More trees in Hoxton Street and everywhere
I love Crondall Court, the estate and the garden. I think the estate is very iconic looking and it
would be a shame if it was lost or demolished.
I love the beehive its a proper old fashioned boozer and that brings the whole community together
Connect Hoxton Street and Kingsland Road with beautiful paths through estate and gardens.
small parks too!
Communities need to mix more: more opportunities and spaces for this. Hoxton Market has food
from all over the world - it’s great!
More opened space to socialize. Consideration of the height of new buildings. Space for youths to
call their own. Social intervention needed. The youth are the future.
Local people wish to be able to aﬀord housing in this area
I need space (housing, social, landmark) that brings together and addresses class division in the
area.
We need to cherish London’s oddness, embrace uneven elements, make more of all that already
exists.
Better management of tiny green spaces: more community gardens
we would like to keep the leisure centre. nice tree space.
people wish to be able to aﬀord to use the gym
Lots of newly built locks going up in the area over the last few years; heavy density concentration
with diﬀerent architectural visions. Often wonder about how if aﬀects the mental state of everyone
living in this area (inc myself). Too many people sharing same space!
Paddling pool for mums and young children, free of charge, outdoors.
More trees
Trees here
People now living in Hoxton/Shoreditch should be able to continue living here and not be forced
to leave the area. Also young people growing up here should be able to have a hope of getting
their own place in the area when they leave home.
Rent Caps
Speeding cars kill Hoxton Street. Mopre market stall and pedestrian priority.
A Lido for swimming outside
More trees
A lido for swimming outside

B4
F2
A4

Fig 124. Some of the responses
collected from the flags added to the
model which included casual visitors
as well as school children. The
characters in the first column refer
to the grid squares in Fig 126
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B4
A1
A2
B2
B2
C1
C2
C2
C3
C3
D2
E1
E3
E3
E4
F1
F1
F2
F2
F4
F4
F4
F4
F3
F3
A3
A4
B2
B2
B4
B4
D2
D3
D4
D4
D4
D4
D4

No cars and a fun fair
Bike Lanes, Less Cars, Museums
A lot more trees and green spaces
More green space
Market
We need youth clubs, they have all been closed since the 90s and thats why kids turn to crime.
More bike lockers instead of parking. Healthier lifestyles
Propose aﬀordable housing for the local community in the grounds of St Johns
Social Housing
Pedestrian priority
A market on this road
Outdoor Cinema Outdoor Swimming Pool
Ice cream shop
Clean air Ice cream vans not to have engines running like currently
Floating Cafe and Shop
More Trees
a factory
a food shop
No Crossrail 2 worksite. We use this lovely green space!
I would like so there are more house
Gardens/Outdoor Space, Canal Swimming Pool
why didn’t you model gainsborough studios?

Potential site for community homes above garages
Potential site for community homes above garages
Potential site for community homes above garages
Potential site for community homes
Potential site for community homes
Potential site for community homes
Potential site for community homes above Geﬀrye Estate Hall and garages
Potential site for community homes above garages
Potential site for community home above St John’s Hall
Potential site for community homes above garages
Potential site for community homes above garages
Potential site for community homes above garages
Potential site for community homes above garages

Flag Colour
white w. red edge
white w. red edge
white w. red edge
white w. red edge
white w. red edge
white w. red edge
white w. red edge

Event
daily drop-in
daily drop-in
daily drop-in
daily drop-in
daily drop-in
daily drop-in
daily drop-in

Location

Title

Description

white w. red edge
white w. red edge

daily drop-in
daily drop-in

white w. red edge
white w. red edge

daily drop-in
daily drop-in

white w. red edge

daily drop-in

white w. red edge

daily drop-in

white w. red edge
white w. red edge

daily drop-in
daily drop-in

white w. red edge

daily drop-in

white w. red edge
white w. red edge
white w. red edge
white w. red edge

daily drop-in
daily drop-in
daily drop-in
daily drop-in

white w. red edge
white
white
white

daily drop-in
headway visit
headway visit
headway visit

Haberdasher Place

pink
white
white
white
white
yellow pennant #2

headway visit
headway visit
headway visit
headway visit
headway visit
Hoxton Garden Primary School Year 3, Group 1 Visit

yellow pennant #1
yellow pennant #9
red pennant #3

Hoxton Garden Primary School Year 3, Group 1 Visit
Hoxton Garden Primary School Year 3, Group 1 Visit
Hoxton Garden Primary School Year 3, Group 2 Visit

Chart St

‘Candy Land’ adventure playground

Adventure playground with candy theme

Chart St
Old Street, St Agnes Well

Unicorn zip wire and sculpture
Climbing Wall
Old Street living tree

Zip line from top of nearby building
Climbing wall on end of building
Housing in giant tree at Old Street Station

red pennant #4
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
white w. blue edge
green pennant #3
green pennant #2
yellow
yellow
yellow
yellow
yellow
yellow
yellow
yellow
yellow
yellow
yellow
yellow
yellow

Hoxton Garden Primary School Year 3, Group 2 Visit
opening
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
opening night
Randal Cremer Primary School Visit
Randal Cremer Primary School Visit
research project
research project
research project
research project
research project
research project
research project
research project
research project
research project
research project
research project
research project

East Road/City Road

Zip wire tree house with podium garden

High-up gardens with zip line and homes

School is fun
Engaging diﬀerent cultures through cooking

School buildings form a coloured landscape
Barbecue, Rooftop food growing and communal restaurant

Kingsland Road

Britannia Leisure Centre Car Park
Roof of Britannia Leisure Centre
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Fig 126. Plan view of the model
with overlaid grid squares to locate
responses (Photograph by Jan
Kattein)

F4

eet

Pitfield Str

A3

B3

C3

E3

D3

F3

Hoxton Street

A2

B2

C2

E2

D2

F2

Fig 125. Further responses collected
from the flags added to the model
which included casual visitors
as well as school children.. The
characters in the first column refer
to the grid squares in Fig 126

E1
E2
E2
F3
F3
F4
A3
B2
A3
A3
B2
B2
B3
B3
C2
C3
D1
D1
D1
D1
D1
D2
D2
D2
E1
E1
E1
E1
E1
E2
E2
E3
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F1
F2
F2
F3
F4
F4
F4
F4
F4
E4
E4
B3
F2
F4
F4
F4
F3
A1

Potential site for community homes adjacent to 199 Kingsland Road
Potential Site for community homes.
Potential Site for community homes above Arden Estate Hall.
Potential site for community housing
Potential site for community homes above garages

yellow
yellow
yellow
yellow
yellow
yellow pennant #5
white w. red edge
white w. red edge
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
beige
white w. green edge
white w. green edge
white w. green edge
white w. green edge
white w. green edge
white w. green edge
white w. green edge
green pennant #4
purple pennant #2

research project
research project
research project
research project
research project
research project
saturday drop in
saturday drop in
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
school visit
senior bees
senior bees
Senior Bees
senior Bees
senior Bees
senior Bees
senior Bees
Shoreditch Park
St Monica’s School Yr6 Visit

A4

purple pennant #2

St Monica’s School Yr6 Visit

Rooftop Brunswick Place

B2

purple pennant #4

St Monica’s School Yr6 Visit

St Monicas School

F3

purple pennant #1

St Monica’s School Yr6 Visit

Shoreditch Park

C4
E3

yellow pennant #3
yellow pennant #8

F4
F4
F4

red pennant #2
red pennant #5
red pennant #1

Strict limits on big commercial development. Let small, Independent shops have priority
High street shops for locals who live here...butcher, bakery, bookstore etc.
Michelle
Jake
Kaylin
Janala
Nia
Kyla
Azadu
Glerja
Angelina
Paige
Mahmoud
Michelle
Milo
Michelle
Azaan
Gary
mosheb
Edlisa
Ali
Mujibar
Sergio
Bilal
Liﬀeus
hola
Farina
Megan
Rae
Radiyan
Janee
Michael
Thanh
Alisha
Haydascan
Jana
Michele
Tanih
Zina
Nathaniel
Jaydn
Andres
Ariadnr
Kemar
Olumiayoura
Akarla
Jamie
Michael
Rodrigo
Jordan
Lyrian
Thulani
A running track in the park would be nice.
Public Conveniences
Site of Public Swimmin Pool and Bath House
Road closed down Sat/Sun
There were pre-fab houses here
Cycle trail Along New North Road
More aﬀordable workspace for artists

Regan Way

Hoxton Press Tower

student’s home
student’s home
student’s home
student’s home
student’s home
student’s home
student’s home
student’s home
student’s home
student’s home
student’s home
student’s home

Fellows Court
Fellows Court
Fellows Court
Fellows Court

Hoxton Street/Nuttall St

Shoreditch Churchyard

New North Road
Hoxton Garden Primary School
Playground
Shoreditch Park
Gainsborough Studios
New North Road

Model of Research Lab in Shoreditch Park with
Several sites across Hoxton for growing different types of plants at ground and roof
gardening spaces at St Leonard’s Church and around level. School pupils can walk from one to another during lessons
the neighbourhood.
Model of Research Lab in Shoreditch Park with
Several sites across Hoxton for growing different types of plants at ground and roof
gardening spaces at St Leonard’s Church and around level. School pupils can walk from one to another during lessons
the neighbourhood.
Cooking Space
Three raised buildings provide space for students to cook and enjoy hot food,
baking and raw food. Gardening spaces are used to source ingredients.
P.E. and Science Centre in Shoreditch Park
Two large greenhouses with a testing lab all beneath a giant solar panel roof. The
view allows runners exercising in the park.
New North Road skate park
Skate park along New North road
Assorted roller coasters
Roller coaters in school playground
Living ice-cream parlour
Gainsborough Studios roof-top farms
Ice-cream parlour post oﬃce

Ice cream parlour housing
Surfaces of buildings used for farms
Giant ice-cream parlour above sorting oﬃce

Kingsland Road

A1
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B1

C1

D1

E1

F1
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Fig 128. Extract from the Hackney
Citizen’s website reporting the
opening of the exhibition by the
Mayor of Hackney. - https://www.
hackneycitizen.co.uk/2018/07/10/
mayor-launches-project-communitymodel-hoxton/ - (Accessed August
2020)

Designing the gallery space
The gallery space at PEER needed to function in several ways to provide the
right environment for the model. It was expected that a range of visitors would
come, from schoolchildren to the elderly. We realised it was also necessary to
attract passing trade.
The windows of the gallery provided an opportunity to encourage interest in
the project. Large silver vinyl letters were used to announce ‘Future Hoxton’
to the neighbourhood (Fig 123). The caption read ‘Come and tell us what
you think that Future Hoxton should be......’ and was intended to break down
barriers and encourage people to enter the gallery and look at the model.
PEER is a classic ‘white-cube’ gallery and in addition to the area occupied by
the model and the band-saw there was considerable wall space available.
Historic maps of Hoxton were thus pasted to the walls to allow visitors to
understand how the neighbourhood had changed over time. Ordnance
Survey data was made available for 1870, 1910 and 195018 and when
mounted on the full height of the walls it was very clear to read. In particular
the maps demonstrated the drastic change caused by bombing during World
War II, the development of post-war council housing estates, and the decline
of the furniture industry in Shoreditch. The maps were very useful in providing
a social context to the model as well as food for discussion with the various
visitors, whilst also reducing the impact of the empty gallery.
The front legs of the model tables were milled with the words ‘Future Hoxton’
and as discussed previously they could be sloped, if required, to allow the
best view from the street.
We felt that the addition of flags to the model would provide a way to allow
visitors to express their views with some permanence and mark what
they thought was an appropriate location for what they wished to be built.
Simple paper flags were thus made with piano-wire and printed labels.
This allowed different colours to be used for different events. To provide
some initial interest to the model, a series of flags were added to each of
the listed buildings in the area. These historic buildings were labelled with
the significant features worthy of consideration as well as their listing grade.
These were coloured in blue. In addition flags coloured in pink were added
showing current planning applications. These were collected from Map

Fig 127. Members of the Building
Exploratory’s Senior BEEs group
visiting Future Hoxton. Many of
those who came had been born or
lived in Hoxton and had interesting
memories of the neighbourhood’s
development since the Second
World War. They made particular
reference to the historical maps
pasted to the gallery’s walls.
(Photograph by Jan Kattein)

18
Digimap (2020) Historic Digimap. Available at: https://digimap.edina.ac.uk/historic (Accessed:
September 2020).
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Fig 129. Raising the panel into
position on the Harman Street
site using a mechanical jack. The
installation of the sample at the
proposed site was used to explore
whether any local responses would
ensue. It was erected in a similar
manner to that anticipated for the
actual building. Surprisingly little
interest was shown by neighbours
or the council. (Photograph by Peter
Butler)

Hackney 4.019. This is an interactive map to show the features on the London
Borough of Hackney’s Local Land and Property Gazetteer. The planning
records shown in the current category appear also to include refusals
extending further back into history than those applications which had been
granted.

This is a research
project looking at
the potential for
sites like this one
to provide much
needed housing
for local people.

Flags were also added describing landmark buildings, notable streets and
areas of green space such as parks and gardens.
Yellow flags were likewise added to the small sites which had been identified
in my own site-finding research project as having the potential to be used for
small self-build housing developments.
As expected, the existence of the flags on the model provided a talking point
for visitors and also, significantly, avoided the flags placed by visitors from
appearing isolated - thus encouraging more activity.

There are dozens
of sites like this
in Hoxton and all
over London.

Ad-hoc and organised interactions with the model

Ad-hoc visitors were primarily pedestrians passing by who saw the model
through the gallery window. Occasionally members of the project team who
were present in the gallery would even go out into the street to encourage
people who were looking in to come inside. Most people who visited the
model placed a flag containing at least some sort of comment.
Organised events were held for three local primary schools. Despite
attempts to attract students from local secondary schools and City College,
a further education establishment nearby, the younger school parties were
19
London Borough of Hackney (2020) Map Hackney 4.0. Available at: https://map.hackney.gov.
uk/lbhackneymap/ (Accessed: September 2020).

Fig 130. A scaled-down version
of the informative text, which was
applied to the window within the
sample panel. This was intended
to encourage passers-by to visit
the smallselfbuildhackney.org.uk
website.

www.smallselfbuildhackney.org.uk

The project
examines the
possibility of
future occupiers
self-building their
homes using
components like
this one. If you
want to find out
more about this
research please
visit:

There were a number of organised events undertaken by us as the project
team during the two weeks when the ‘Future Hoxton’ model was open to the
public as well as times when passers-by could drop in to the gallery. Each
visitor was encouraged to express their views about how they saw the Hoxton
neighbourhood, including positive and negative comments about current and
future ideas. They then wrote their thoughts on a flag which could be planted
in an appropriate location on the model.
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Fig 131. The Small Sites Hackney
Web Page which was designed
to receive comments from those
looking at the sample panel
erected at Harman Street. This
short lived project failed to elicit
responses which was also true of
the subsequent planning application
made for the same location.

the only contributors from this younger age group. The school parties
were encouraged to be very broad-minded in their approach to the model.
Materials were provided for the making of model proposals by pupils to
go onto the model. The suggestions varied enormously;: from skate parks
to unicorn zip-wires, ice cream parlours and outdoor swimming pools.
Gardening projects on roof-tops also featured heavily (see Fig 122).
The model was displayed at PEER during a period of warm sunny weather
in mid-July 2018. It is highly likely that this timing contributed to the
predominantly outdoor activities proposed by the school parties. It is also
noteworthy that despite sometimes being fairly far-fetched the imaginative
ideas were very coherent, yet far beyond the scope of any conventional
planning system. The school pupils also placed flags, on which they had
written their names, close to the locations where they lived. The project
organisers were of course careful to ensure only first names were used to
minimise the chances of wider recognition. Their homes were usually very
close to whichever of the three schools they attended: St Monica’s Primary
School, Hoxton Garden Primary School and Randall Cremer Primary School.
In fact, two groups of slightly different ages attended from St Monica’s.
Further organised groups were from the Building Exploratory20, a built
environment educational charity, who have a group of elder supporters
known as the Senior BEEs,21 as well as from Headway, an organisation
helping people with brain injuries.
The Senior BEEs were knowledgeable about the built environment and
indeed several had grown up in Hoxton. They were able to describe the uses
to which some of the sites on the model had been put in the past. These
conversations were also able to be given context by the historic maps on
the gallery walls. An interesting discussion took place about the history of
Shoreditch Park, formerly terraced streets which had been bombed and
demolished after World War II, where several of the group remembered prefabricated housing22 existing until the park was properly established. Another
member of the group described the former bath-house built by the ambitious
and forward-thinking Shoreditch Metropolitan Borough Council23 which had
20
Hudson, P. (2005) The Building Exploratory. Available at: https://www.pollyhudson.net/thebuilding-exploratory (Accessed: September 2020).
21
Loud Minority (2020) The Senior Bees. Available at: http://loudminority.
co.uk/?portfolio=artsculture (Accessed: September 2020).
22
Pre-Fab Museum (2020) History. Available at: https://www.prefabmuseum.uk/content/history/
history (Accessed: September 2020).
23
Shoreditch Town Hall Trust (2017) 150 Years of Shoreditch Town Hall London: STH. Available
at: http://history.shoreditchtownhall.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/STH-History-Book-150th-Anniversary.
pdf.
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Fig 132. The window panel installed
on Harman Street Estate. The panel
was intended to raise awareness of
the project prior to the submission
of the planning application in July
2019. (Photograph by Author)
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Fig 133. Consultation checklist from
the Graven Hill outline planning
application showing the extent of
normal consultations associated
with the determination of such a
planning application.

been demolished and replaced with terraced housing. She described the
tiling which remained on surrounding walls and the proximity to other former
civic buildings like the library and electric power station. Of particular note
was a description of how a visitor’s childhood home had been demolished
and the family re-located to a new housing block close to Old Street as part
of an earlier improvement project. This new home was thankfully very close to
their former residence, in stark contrast to what might be expected today.

Subsequent developments

On Thursday 5th July the Mayor of Hackney, Philip Glanville, was invited
to visit the exhibition on its opening night. He attended with several local
councillors. The evening attracted a large number of visitors who all added
their comments to the model. Several officers from Hackney’s planning
department also attended. The mayor made a speech which praised the
model and its aspirations.

Planning officers from Hackney Council likewise attended the opening event
on 5th July 2018. They were subsequently keen to discuss what had been
discovered during the project. As a result, I along with Jan Kattein met the
borough’s planning policy team at Hackney Town Hall on 6th September
2018 to discuss the ‘Future Hoxton’ Project. It is worth recalling that the
council’s own ‘Future Shoreditch’24 initiative had provided a catalyst for
our version. The three council officers present at the meeting were directly
involved in the production of the Future Shoreditch Area Action Plan. The
meeting focussed on what had been learned from the comments that visitors
had added to the model. It appears that the council officers were keen to
see what they could include in the Area Action Plan from the ‘Future Hoxton’
project.

A consultant, usually commissioned by the gallery, was employed to
encourage press coverage. Although it had been hoped that coverage would
be obtained in the architectural press, ultimately it was the local newspapers
that were most interested. Articles publicising the event were published in the
Hackney Gazette and the Hackney Citizen (Fig 128)

As one example, at the opening of the exhibition on 5th July, the team that
runs PEER, the venue, had been keen to encourage the Mayor of Hackney to
consider whether a car park at the back of the gallery could be transformed
into a public garden. The space had, for several years, been used as a
compound for contractors undertaking flat refurbishments for the council.

Fig 124 and Fig 125 show the comments written on various flags. Fig 126
contains a grid which was used to locate each response. In summarising
the comments it can be said that the most frequent responses concerned
the lack of affordable housing and the need for more green spaces. This
was however also often said in the context of not changing the area too
significantly.

The Mayor was persuaded to stand beside a sign painted with ‘Give Arden
a Garden’. The Arden Estate25 is adjacent to the gallery and its tenant
management organisation is responsible for the council-owned car park.
During August the Greater London Authority and Spacehive, a crowd-funding
facilitator, had launched a campaign for organisations to consider schemes
which could also be partly financed by the Mayor of London. In response
to this scheme, PEER decided to attempt to fund a feasibility study for the
garden project. Spacehive26 provided events to help applicants prepare
materials for their crowd-funding appeals. I attended a project campaign and
workshop session at the City Hall, London, to discuss how this might operate.
The time available to complete the materials required was very short, with
initial materials required for validation by September 2018. Subsequently
PEER’s board decided to delay the project as they felt more time was
required. The process of further exploring whether the site at the rear of the
gallery might be used is discussed in more detail in Chapter 6.

24
London Borough of Hackney (2019) Future Shoreditch area action plan. London. Available at:
https://hackney.gov.uk/future-shoreditch (Accessed: September 2020
25
https://www.mbymontcalm.co.uk/blog/guide-arden-estate/ (Accessed: September 2020).
26
Spacehive (2020) About Spacehive. Available at: https://www.spacehive.com/about (Accessed:
September 2020).
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Further public engagement with Harman Estate and Kingsland Road residents
Prior to making a planning application for one of the sites identified in
Chapter 2 which is adjacent to the Harman Street Estate, a simple public
engagement exercise was undertaken using a sample wall panel. This wall
panel construction had previously been used to test the feasibility of various
self-building methods and will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6.
Public engagement is considered valuable in the early stages of any
planning application27. It can be used to understand potential objections by
neighbours or other interested parties. As the wall panel had been built as
part of an earlier exercise and was soon to be destroyed, the opportunity
to make use of it seemed valuable both to test the difficulty of raising it into
position and to elicit possible responses on a website with an internet domain
with the name of smallselfbuildhackney.org.uk that I had purchased to collect
the responses.
The panel consisted of a section of wall containing a small protruding
window, and it was placed in one of the micro-sites I had identified. Silver
self-adhesive letters were applied to the glass describing the project and
providing a link to the website. Those inspecting the panel could theoretically
look through the window to see the site.
Steel brackets were attached to the existing site fencing to support the panel
structure, which then was raised into place using the method proposed in
Chapter 4. The panel remained in position for one week. This short timeframe
was considered favourable, as the council’s permission had not been sought
for the installation on the grounds that it would likely have taken a very long
time, or probably been refused.
Despite the efforts to engage passers-by with my dedicated website, there
appears to have been very little traffic and no contacts to the advertised
email address. Equally, there were also no objections from neighbours to the
planning application described in Chapter 6, so inertia or disengagement
would seem to be the order of the day in this instance.

27
HM Government (2020) Guidance - Before submitting an application. Available at: https://www.
gov.uk/guidance/before-submitting-an-application#local-people-at-pre-application-stage (Accessed:
September 2020).
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Making further reference to Arnstein’s ladder,28 this exercise could thus have
fallen into the Therapy or Informing categories due to the passive nature of
the object that I had temporarily erected, and due to the effort required for
someone to then send an email message after visiting my website.
Engagement in the context of planning decision-making
When reflecting on the various public engagement exercises discussed in
this chapter it is worth considering what the expectations were and how they
can contribute to this research. My initial premise was to raise the awareness
of the empty sites and explore if there were potential self-builders within the
Hoxton area.
The market stall proved highly effective at drawing attention to itself and thus
conversations could be started with those who visited. It was a considerable
effort which could perhaps also been replicated with a simpler structure
such as a gazebo or table. However, it was in part due to its inherent charm
that there were so many visitors. It had a large presence in the Hoxton Street
Market despite its small size, and provided a useful point of focus for local
politicians who are often in the vicinity of the Saturday market there.
The process of collecting the data proved more ad-hoc than might have been
expected in a conventional research project. I am of the view that there is no
straightforward route to generating support for community projects and that
the build it and they will come approach is valid enough for consultations,
provided that sufficient awareness can be raised of the impending events.
‘Future Hoxton’ in contrast was a much more well considered project. Within
the context of a regular local authority-led consultation it was somewhat
unconventional, although firmly rooted in the Urban Rooms movement.
The outcomes were again somewhat hard to determine. The responses
from the contributors in their written flags were considered by Hackney
Council’s planning policy team as a potential contribution to the new local
plan, but then again, would be unlikely to be considered as evidence
in the conventional sense. In the Mayor’s speech at the opening event
he suggested that ‘similar models should be made for other parts of the
Borough’ - possibly demonstrating the difference between the desires of
politicians to engage with their constituents and the requirements of a local
plan-making process.
28
The Citizen’s Handbook (2020) Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation. Available at: https://
www.citizenshandbook.org/arnsteinsladder.html (Accessed: September 2020)
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Most planning consultations proceed along a fairly conventional route and
it is worth considering the differences between those undertaken at Graven
Hill, the large self-built project discussed in Chapter 1, and my efforts to
promote self-building on the site at Harman Street. Essentially there exist two
fundamentally different types of planning consultation: one which determines
policy, affecting all future applications, and one which is undertaken at the
point of determining the actual applications. The ‘Future Hoxton’ project and
the mobile stall for Hoxton Street Market fell closer to the former, whereas the
erection of the panel at Harman Street fell more into the latter category.
At Graven Hill the size of the project meant that it needed to begin with
an outline planning application. It was made in the context of the Bicester
Masterplan, as was described in Chapter 1. Fig 133 shows the parties to a
relatively simple process of asking the Parish Council and neighbours their
views. The principle of development will already have been agreed in the
policy established at the masterplanning stage. Interestingly,the principle of
self-build appears not to have been part of the early planning applications but
instead to have been reached by the landowner only after the development
was granted outline consent.

What can be concluded from these projects?
The easiest conclusion that can be drawn from both the Hoxton Street
Market stall and ‘Future Hoxton’ projects is that there is an enthusiasm
for people to become involved in discussing ideas when potential events
are coherently provided and provide a general opportunity for views to be
listened to and potentially acted upon. My own frustrating experience of
the Future Shoreditch masterplan consultation appears to share much with
the description of conventional poor regeneration practices highlighted
in Thurrock: a visionary brief for the Thames Gateway by Lucy Musgrave
and Clare Cumberlidge, contained in Did someone say participate 29. The
experience of being invited to participate in a process where much has
already been decided run entirely by a team intent on reinforcing those
decisions is not likely to endear itself to local residents or businesses.
Engagement with the temporarily installed wall panel elicited few responses, I
suspect, because the purpose was not clear and the requirement to send an
email, via a website cumbersome.

The attempts that I made through public engagement in Hackney were both
to raise the awareness of self-building among local residents and to ultimately
provide an imperative for Hackney Council to consider developing small
sites. The size of these micro-sites meant it was difficult for them to feature in
the overall borough plan, which is not of sufficiently fine grain. Thus it became
necessary, as will be explained and described in Chapter 6, for me to make
an application for a specific site and see what would happen. The installation
of the pre -fabricated panel that I had made in the Bartlett workshop could, it
was hoped, avoid significant objections from nearby residents.
Arnstein would have considered the Graven Hill consultation to be at the
lower end of his ladder of participatory citizen planning and, I would hope,
she would have placed ‘Future Hoxton’ closer to the top. Neither fully resolves
the need to deal coherently with the outcomes against a backdrop of political
imperatives and topographical complexity. Public engagement in the context
of this thesis could only ever hope to raise awareness of what is possible
or potentially achievable using a small project as a demonstration. With this
chastening thought in mind, it is time now in the next chapter to examine the
design approach that I am envisaging for my self-built housing proposal.
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Chapter 4: Exploring appropriate designs for self-built construction

Good design is key to successful housing. This chapter will examine what
elements of successful building design might help to deliver the challenge of
the small sites explored in Chapter 2 and what some contemporary projects
can tell us about an appropriate method.

Fig 134. McGrath Road housing
by Peter Barber Architects. This
housing association development in
Stratford, London, encourages the
use of communal spaces by using
balconies overlooking a central
courtyard. The courtyard affords
the freedom for residents to meet
communally or colonise the space
with plant pots or furniture close to
their front doors which open directly
into the kitchen. (Photograph by
Author)

Should housing provide life for the city?
Writing in Project Interrupted, a set of essays about contemporary British
housing,1 Peter Barber describes his project at Donnybrook in Bow, London
as ‘celebrating the life of the city’. In this and numerous other innovative
schemes Barber attempts to use housing to encourage relationships between
residents and develop a genuine sense of community. In the lecture by
Barber, from which the essay comes, an evocative image of a community
garden, between very small dwellings at Holmes Road in Camden, shows an
‘intensively planted and beautiful garden.’ The suggestion being made is that
collections of housing should not simply be used to provide accommodation
but that the relationship between the residents, their neighbours, and their
surroundings is also an important tool to contribute to wider health and wellbeing.
Michaela Benson, who has written extensively about the benefits, and pitfalls,
of self-building is keen to highlight many of the often ignored bonuses to the
residents of housing projects when working together2. Her research shows
that generally there are clear gains for groups working together on housing
projects. The results of a group of individuals striving together to achieve a
goal such as a group of houses can be seen to produce tangible long-term
mutual benefit when compared, in the most extreme examples, to housing
estates where residents have little or no contact, either because they are
frightened of their neighbours, or because they never get to know each other,
passing like ships in the night in large schemes with dozens of dwellings.
At Hedgehog, a self-build scheme in Brighton, the self-builders shared their
skills to help each other. One member of the group undertook all the childcare, for example, while another undertook all the plumbing.

1
Woodman, E. and Harper, P., Ed, (2018) Project Interrupted. London: The Architecture
Foundation.
2
Hamiduddin, I. and Benson, M. Ed. (2017) Self-build homes : social discourse, experiences and
directions. London: UCL Press.
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Hackney, the case-study location for this research, has miles of residential
terraced streets built in the nineteenth century which are generally owneroccupied. The residents of these individual dwellings, usually benefiting
from gardens or other ancillary outside spaces, have the freedom to enlarge
and alter their homes within the permitted development regime which was
established across Britain in 1948, only one year later than the more widelyranging post-war Town Planning Acts. This regime has become even more
relaxed in recent years allowing for larger extensions, provided the dwellings
are not in conservation areas. On other nearby streets in Hackney are large
estates constructed by the local authorities in the latter part of the twentieth
century. The occupants of those dwellings have almost no control over the
external form of their homes. Even if they have exercised the right-to-buy
under the generous terms offered under the Housing Act 1980 it is very likely
that changes to the external appearance of their homes will be forbidden
under their lease.

Fig 136. Housing at Thamesmead,
London. The dwellings in the
photograph show different states
of alteration by the occupiers. The
entire vertical section of the building
is a single dwelling. The home
furthest left in the photograph has
converted the double garage into
part of the dwelling, embellished the
balcony with steel decoration and
replaced the windows and cladding.
The dwellings at the centre and far
right retain the original features.
(Photograph by Author)

It is against this background that any self-build scheme instigated by a British
local authority needs to be considered. The complexities of allowing the sorts
of freedoms afforded by the occupier of a single dwelling to those in multistorey structures with shared entrances and services are myriad. It is an
issue approached creatively in Elemental’s scheme at Quinta Monroy in Chile,
although in a different cultural context, and in a dwelling type closer to the
typical terraced house than a multi-storey housing estate.
Peter Barber’s strategy on the matter is to allow for freedom without making
fundamental changes to the actual building. For instance the courtyard space
at his recently completed scheme at McGrath Road, Stratford (Fig 134) allows
for occupiers to sit outside, collect plant pots and dry their washing whilst
balconies allow for interaction between neighbours.
There are numerous examples of guerilla alterations to existing housing
estates in Britain. Operating far outside of landlords’ rules, and potentially
subject to enforcement through the planning system, balconies have
been enclosed to provide extra rooms, porches are filled in, and windows
altered to examples more suited to a Tudor cottage. At Thamesmead3 in
southeast London the system-built structures have been creatively altered to
reflect the personalities of the occupiers. Garages have been incorporated
into dwellings through red-brick enclosures and timber cladding added.
Undoubtedly contrary to the expectations of the designers of this Brutalist
development, it adds character to what are otherwise utilitarian spaces and
3
Chadwick, P. and Weaver, B. (2019) The Town of Tomorrow - 50 Years of Thamesmead.
London: Here Press.
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Fig 135. ELEMENTAL Quinta
Monroy, Iquique, Chile. The housing
provider has built the concrete
block sections in a very simple way
allowing the occupier to fill in the
space between the upper floors
with more ad-hoc construction, thus
allowing more homes to be built
for the same amount of money.
Ad-hoc building is more common in
countries in South America but still
retains similarities to the activities
of the plotlanders in 1940s Britain.
(Photograph by Cristobal Palma)
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Fig 139. Computer model of the
timber frame for the Kingsland
Road building. The model provided
a comprehensive understanding
of the approach to the building’s
construction allowing for quantities
to be taken, albeit by manually
counting and measuring, as the
team’s BIM skills were insufficient.
(Drawing by Author)

demonstrates a kind of individualism which would be more normal in the
terraced streets of Hackney. Whether this situation survives the refurbishment
now underway by Thamesmead’s new owner, Peabody, a large housing
association, remains to be seen.
Adding a small porch to a dwelling bought from the council and situated on
a local authority-managed estate may seem like a small step to take, but
it has indeed very rich links to the history of housing and anarchism. From
the plotlanders, who from the 1920s onwards developed small plots of land,
often building their own dwellings, in the countryside outside London; to
the builders of ‘one-night houses’ described by Colin Ward in Cotters and
Squatters4 who were alleged to be able to occupy a dwelling if it had been
built in one night, occupiers have had complex relationships with both their
landlords and wider authority.
Self-builders are thus deep in this tradition. As the constructor of my home
and workplace at 215 Kingsland Road I am more or less able to do what I
like, avoiding the rules of authority unless absolutely necessary. This position
could not be taken by a large-scale developer who expected to subsequently
sell the dwellings. Documents would be demanded by the purchasers’
solicitors and decisions would have to be made about the design of the
buildings far away from the final occupiers. In the later part of the chapter
I will explore what a semi-skilled constructor might potentially be able to
create in the context of the small sites I have identified in Shoreditch. Finally
the project at Ladywell, in Lewisham, will be discussed as an example of a
building, devised by a community group and constructed with the help of a
not-for-profit building contractor.

Fig 137. The site at Kingsland Road
for sale on the open market. It is
rare to see plots of land for sale in
inner London so it seemed worth
bidding for this in 2008 when the
sale board appeared. The ramped
access to the neighbouring doctors’
surgery was included in early
iterations of the building design but
was removed prior to sale by the
seller as the licence for the use of
the site had expired. (Photograph by
Author)

The following self-build projects - my own included - illustrate situations
where the method of construction has been considered to help facilitate the
delivery of projects by less skilled builders. Each contains a different focus,
but ultimately produced a successful result that involved the designers and
constructors in an unconventional way.

4
Ward, C. (2002) Cotters and Squatters, Housing’s Hidden History. Nottingham, UK: Five Leaves
Publications.
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Fig 138. An early sketch proposal
of the Kingsland Road project
produced to obtain pre-application
advice from the local authority prior
to purchase being agreed. (Drawing
by Author)
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House and office at 215 Kingsland road, Shoreditch - an architects self-built house
In 2008 I identified a vacant site on Kingsland Road in Shoreditch, London,
which could be developed to create my house and office. In common with
many architects I was keen to design my own dwelling as an example of what
I could achieve, and so this site appeared to provide that opportunity. During
the subsequent year a worldwide financial crisis resulted in a major reduction
in work in my architecture practice, allowing the time to consider even selfbuilding the project myself. I had a reasonable amount of experience in
extending and refurbishing buildings, and therefore with my architectural
knowledge decided to tackle the project as the main contractor. The financial
crisis had also provided some benefit by causing a reduction in the land
value.
I happened to own an existing building, a typical London terraced shop with
a large flat above, which was needed ultimately to be sold to finance the
project. Commercial finance had been agreed before the financial crisis in
the form of loans from the National Westminster Bank, both to obtain the land
and begin construction.
The site had historically been a public house, demolished completely several
decades before, and thus it was possible to feel some confidence that
planning consent for a similar built volume could be obtained. Drawings
were prepared and a planning application undertaken during the purchase
negotiations. The seller was the London Diocesan Fund, which moved very
slowly, with planning consent only being granted shortly before the exchange
of contracts.
This put me in a somewhat risky position considering the potential additional
value the planning permission would give to the land. There were also costs
associated with the preparation of the drawings and paying the planning
application fee. The seller could easily have withdrawn and taken the
permission now associated with the site, and made more money by selling it
to someone wealthier.
As such the situation provides an example of the nature of any architect’s
self-build project. It is potentially filled with risks that would not normally be
taken when buying a house, but where the potential for success provides
mitigation. In this case the negotiations with the seller had been generally
positive and hence I felt they would not pull out, particularly in the prevailing
post-crash economic climate.
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Fig 140. The house at Kingsland
Road under construction. The
image taken in summer 2009
shows the timber frame of the
house substantially complete with
James Dale and David Eland who
helped me design and construct the
building. (Photograph by Author)

Fig 141. The house at Kingsland
Road showing the tops of the
underground piles ready to accept
the timber beams with the gabion
wall complete and filled with
reclaimed bricks from the building
site. (Photograph by Author)
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Fig 142. The Kingsland Road house
largely complete with the planted
roof in spring with wild planting to
enhance biodiversity. (Photograph
by Author)

Either side of the site were listed buildings whilst a large London plane tree
occupied the centre. Again, this presented an example of the kind of issues
which would horrify a developer but the architect self-builder felt readily able
to mitigate. Although there is little written on architect self-builders, Micheala
Benson explores the demographic of the usual self-builder and she describes
it thus as a ‘reliably middle class activity’.5 The architect self-builder may
well also fall into that category but yet be further characterised as being
sufficiently confident, or cavalier, or a good problem-solver to feel willing to
take risks. Michael Webb, writing about architects’ houses more generally
quotes Maarten Min: “The house was an experiment and it included things we
would never have dared to do for a client”.6
The building design for my own house/studio was thus suitably constrained,
requiring consideration in terms of the site conditions, location, finance and
the need for a substantial element of self-construction - but also freed from
the expectations of a conventional client.
The project brief that I devised included sustainable construction, common to
many self-built projects, as well as the need to allow for the lower level skills
of the constructors. Input from skilled sub-contractors would be obtained
where required, while the highly constrained site would need to be respected
including both limited delivery access and in dealing with the large tree at the
centre.
The scheme for which planning consent had been granted was for a twostorey dwelling house with a three-storey office at the front. The site was
around 8m wide and 40m deep with the short edge forming the frontage onto
Kingsland Road. Behind was the aforementioned plane tree. The completed
building would be close to 400m2 of which 200m2 was the actual house and
the remainder for the office building.
The presence of the London plane tree, as well as the ‘made ground’ which
made up the majority of the site, meant that concrete piles would be required
to form the foundations. Timber glulam beams were to span between the tops
of these piles, forming the first stage of the ground floor. These beams would
be set around 750mm above ground level to allow for the tree’s roots.
The piling process highlighted many of the early issues encountered on any
self-build project and particularly one designed and built by an architect.
Although design input had been provided by a structural engineer, Price and
5
6
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Myers, there had been few relationships with people outside the architectural
team: the client, building designer and contractor or constructor being
essentially the same person (myself) with a single employee, David Eland,
who was also an architect.
Initial site clearance and construction work had been carried out whilst the
self-build team were still based at my previous office, visiting the site to
undertake tasks, and using a small shipping container for storage. There
were no dedicated site welfare facilities despite the preparation of a preconstruction safety plan. The nearest WC was located in the hospital next
door.
In any building project the arrival of a new sub-contractor presents
challenges. In this case the piling contractor arrived with large machinery and
needed welfare facilities immediately. There was an instant transformation
from a site that had till then been run as a kind of cottage industry to one
where a contractor needed to complete the job by an agreed date for an
agreed sum of money. Despite the shock of machines arriving which carried
out tasks which had formerly been taking weeks, in a matter of hours,
relations were generally cordial.
The ambitions of myself as architect meant that the pile caps were also to be
self-built (Fig 141). As the piling was still being undertaken, it meant that this
work was started in full view of the piling sub-contractor. The dynamic of the
architect, as the main contractor, and the experienced piling contractor as a
sub-contractor risked undermining the confidence of the self-building team.
The concrete for the pile caps was mixed in-situ with large cardboard tubes
used as shuttering. At the other end of the site a trained and experienced site
carpenter was constructing shuttering for the office floor slab. Although some
of the self-build methods acquired quizzical looks from the more experienced
builders the result was perfectly acceptable - thus providing a good lesson in
the need to be confident in the face of criticism.
The majority of the building structure was made from timber. Partly due to
its sustainable credentials, but mainly because of the ease of its cutting and
modification, both engineered and regular timber was used from the pile
caps upwards with occasional steel added for strength. It is no accident
that timber construction features frequently in the world of self-building.
Timber is readily available in local merchants, it can be cut and formed
relatively easily, and it is low cost. It became evident very early on that a
computer model would need to be used to quantify the elements required to

Fig 143. Conventional methods of
installing pre-fabricated building
panels. A large crane as well as
space to unload components
are pre-requisites, as well as the
ability to pay up front for their prefabrication. (Photograph by Author)

construct the timber-frame and provide its plywood skin. David Eland duly
drew up a model showing every timber part to ensure that it could be built
to allow the quantities to be estimated (Fig 139). At my suggestion attempts
were undertaken to construct a digital model which would produce lists of
components and their various sizes. Unfortunately this proved a task which
was extremely complicated given that the modelling software, and our
collective knowledge were insufficient. Subsequently, as discussed under the
sub-heading of recording methods in an earlier chapter, I now understand
how to do this, but at the time the imperative was to start building rather than
to produce any further computer models.

Fig 144. Building components stored
on site at Kingsland Road. The
choice of a site fabricated timber
framed structure allowed relatively
large quantities of timber to be
obtained on each order and stored
in a compact fashion. Each was
cut to size when needed and the
wall panels fabricated to suit the
locations. (Photograph by Author)

During subsequent months the floor beams were installed, wall panels
constructed and the flat roof structure added. The house at the rear of the
site was scheduled to be built and occupied first, in order to allow me to sell
my previous shop/flat, thereby repaying the expensive loans. In keeping with
the sustainable credentials of the project, a planted roof was to be installed
with 250 mm of soil to provide the potential for biodiversity. Although the
construction of both the floor and walls had involved some complicated steel
and timber those had all been undertaken by the self-build team. The roof
however would need a specialist sub-contractor to install vapour barriers,
insulation and a mineral felt cap-sheet to resist root penetration from the soil
above. It was thus decided that the entire roof was to be constructed from
products supplied by Bauder, a German roofing supplier, who would also
provide a 10-year guarantee.
Although I did not give it much consideration at the time, the ability to obtain
guarantees is important in the process of obtaining future building finance.
This can be a sticking point for self-builders who are not architects, or have
no access to a qualified building designer.
Bauder had a series of preferred sub-contractors in the UK who could use
their products. Quotations were obtained and a suitable local firm was
engaged. Once again the pace of the building project shifted. The elements
of the project being undertaken by the self-build team had no explicit
timetable, other than a broad desire to keep going at a reasonable pace.
The roofing contractor had demanded a fixed start date by which time the
roof structure and parapets needed to be complete. I hence spent a frantic
Sunday evening with David Eland, who spotted me hard at it whilst walking
past the site, completing the parapets in time for the roofers who were
starting on the Monday morning.

182

183

Fig 146. An exploded view of the
design for a self-built infill panel to
add to a concrete framed structure.
A timber framed component is
proposed which will be insulated and
clad in brick slips.

The roofing sub-contractor had also agreed to supply soil for the roof as part
of their tender. However at the point when they had visited the site to give
their quote the roof structure had not been completed and so they had not
fully appreciated the task. There was no obvious way to deal with moving 20
tonnes of soil up in the air by five metres without hiring an expensive builder’s
hoist. It was left to the self-build main-contractor, a k a myself, to suggest a
face-saving solution that meant that I undertook the work. Although a benefit
of self-building by an owner occupier is that tasks can be undertaken without
complex contract variations, it meant that I was still left to hire, and drive, a
large tele-handler, with no experience, early on a Saturday morning under
the watchful gaze of two commercial lorry drivers who were delivering the
soil. My first attempts to unload the large one-tonne bags were met with
some charitable amusement whilst other members of my family shovelled the
contents around the roof.
These are some of many experiences of erecting my own house/studio that
provide a good understanding of the challenges of self-building and help to
temper my views about what is achievable. Ultimately the situation where the
main contractor is a not-for-profit entity, which is generally the case in selfbuild projects, allows for a more relaxed view about time-scales and costs
which in turn reduces the inevitable stress of any house construction project.
Benson is very sanguine about the challenges of self-build projects for
individuals. In her report titled The social in self-build7 she describes in
horrific detail the experience of an individual whose self-build project has
gone very badly wrong, describing failed relationships with architect and
contractors and the resultant loss of faith with the entire project. Fortunately
this was not my experience. There were however some precarious moments
requiring ad-hoc loans from parents and late-night working. My body also
took years to recover from the heavy lifting. Benson also does describe
the satisfaction felt by the self-builder upon their occupation of the finished
building - a situation which is very familiar to me and which remains into the
future. There is little doubt of the value of understanding every inch of your
home when it comes to alterations or repairs and maintenance.

7
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Fig 145. The design for a concrete
frame for the site at Harman Street
estate. In the proposed building
method the local authority would
build this element and connect the
services. Further works would then
be undertaken by the occupier of
each floor including adding the wall
panels.
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Fig 148. Timber parts laid out in the
workshop before assembly. A nail
gun was used to connect the timber
elements for speed. (Photograph by
Author)

The use of skills and pre-fabrication in practice
Devising solutions to self-building my own, albeit small, three-storey house
and office followed many of the practices of a normal architectural project. In
effect any small team of architects undertaking the day-to-day construction
work operate in an identical way to a team of conventional small builders. The
significant difference was our access to knowledge about the supply chain
and a desire to innovate where possible. This was also helped by one of the
team’s members being the client with access to the project’s funds and with
the opportunity to make unilateral decisions.
Helpfully both myself, as client, and David Eland as assistant, possessed
some skills in addition to those likely to be available to a conventional
self-builder. David had constructed a school in Romania and I had many
years of small construction and refurbishment experience on both my own
and other people’s projects. We thus proceeded undaunted to embark on
the construction of the timber frame, erected the steelwork, and fixed the
cladding. Relatively simple methods were used wherever possible, and
which as such feature in the proposed building system discussed later in this
chapter. Timber panels were pre-fabricated on site and raised into position
to form walls, while the basic timber floor structures relied on standard timber
sizes. Fig 140 shows the building under construction with David Eland and
also James Dale, who at times helped with the work. Visible at the rear of the
site are the pre-fabricated panels. Although some complex structures were
created, the construction methods are fundamentally simple and able to be
undertaken by small numbers of people.
Designing based on materials in the self-builders’ supply chain
When considering the best approach to a construction project to make it
suitable to the self-builder there are a number of key considerations. First
is likely to be the method of finance. It is probable that they will have some
basic experience of building maintenance. This will have included buying
materials from a local merchant and paying using cash. Expensive items
may have been obtained using credit but generally there will not have been
any specific building finance. The familiarity of this approach thus makes it
very suitable for the self-builder provided the building products are readily
available from local suppliers over the counter. In the UK it is common for
builder’s merchants to sell to any customers at trade counters although the
discounts available to larger-scale builders may not be available.
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Fig 147. Lightweight Steel Infill
in Concrete Superstructure. The
process of constructing the sample
wall panels for this research project
revealed the difficulty of obtaining
steel from which to create self-built
panel structures. The supply chain
anticipates such panels being built
off-site and delivered complete.
(Photograph by Author)
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Fig 149. Testing the fabrication
of the proposed wall panel. The
image at the far left shows the
timber frame prior to cladding, the
centre image shows plywood being
cut, and the right the basic timber
carcase. Completing the carcase
was fairly straightforward although
the difference between the designed
timber cross sections and those
which were ultimately purchased led
to some dimensional inaccuracies.
(Photograph by Author)

Walter Segal, who was discussed earlier and considered to be a highly
influential figure in the UK self-build movement, believed the supply chain to
be of great importance, designing his building method to use parts readily
available from local suppliers. Alison and Peter Smithson, known for their
innovative ideas in British mid-century Modernism, also used readily available
building components in the house they designed for Derek Sugden at
Watford in 1956. This was intended to demonstrate that good design could
be achieved in just an ordinary house. It uses simple methods like loadbearing masonry and timber floors and roof structure, and was listed Grade II
in July 2012.
There is potential, when using readily available building components, for the
constructor to achieve success in several areas. Small purchases allow cashflow to be managed easily, waste can be minimised as more can be bought
as and when needed rather than relying on estimates of quantities, and there
is less need for storage on-site as the quantities obtained at one time are
small.
The downside of using a local supply chain is cost, negating possible
discounts from bulk quantities and inflating the cost of delivery. It is also likely
that more unusual products, and often those which are the most innovative
and environmentally friendly, will not be available.
A visit for example to an Inner London branch of Travis Perkins
demonstrates that the only readily available building insulation is made from
polyisocyanurate. It is efficient, light and easy to cut but offers almost no
acoustic properties, it is not load bearing, and it has high embodied energy
in production. A more environmentally friendly, but equivalent, wood-fibre
product would have to be obtained from a remote supplier and cannot be
bought one sheet at a time.

Fig 150. Timber parts cutting list
generated from the computer
model. The length of each element
depended on the sectional
dimension of the timber being
correct. In fact the timber section
sizes were nominal resulting in
some annoying errors during the
frame’s construction.

The potential for pre-fabrication: on-site or off-site
There appears to be an increasing appetite for pre-fabrication in
contemporary housebuilding. Publications in 2018 by Matthew Aitchison,
Julia Albus and Philip Meuser8 examine the potential for a revolution in
construction whereby components are built in factories and delivered to
building sites substantially complete. Although an attractive consideration for
8
Albus, J. and Meuser, P. (2018) Construction and Design Manual - Prefabricated Housing. (2
vols). Berlin: DOM.
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Fig 151. Testing the fabrication
of the proposed wall panel.
The images show the process
of cladding the insulated timber
carcase using brick slips and
installing a factory made window.
The far left image shows the brick
slip cutting, the centre setting out
the slips on cement backer boards
and right the window prior to sealing.
(Photograph by Author)

any self-build project there would be many of the issues generated by the
supply chain that would need to be taken into account. Most pre-fabrication
requires extensive up-front design, careful measurement and the use of
costly computer software. It is also very likely that the components will need
to be paid for in advance, which may alarm those financing the project if they
have not been used in similar situations.
This thesis proposes that an approach be taken in which elements of the
building are fabricated on the site by the self-builders. This method was
one that I followed at the Kingsland Road project, not only to facilitate
straightforward construction, but as a means of dealing with constraints
which are common to many of the Hoxton sites that were identified in Chapter
2. Off-site pre-fabricated components are usually heavy, needing thus to
be delivered by a large lorry and moved into place using a crane. Building
projects which use pre-fabricated components often lift them straight from
the delivery vehicle to the correct location on the building to avoid the need
for on-site storage. In contrast, on-site fabrication of elements allows them to
be delivered in an elemental form. Fig 144 shows the site at Kingsland Road
with the timber stored. Although bought in bulk quantity, man-handleable
elements can be easily unloaded and moved without cranes or other
machinery. Self-build projects are after all likely to be built by small teams of
people and small batch ordering is common.
At Kingsland Road I regularly unloaded large quantities of materials, on
my own, when no other members of the self-build team were available.
Although on occasions, like the kind of frame-raising events proposed by
Walter Segal, large teams can be assembled, they are rarely available for
long periods of time. One of the many versions of WikiHouse9, designed
to be built from computer-cut plywood panels, uses a large CNC-driven
milling machine located in a shipping container on the site. The house, in
Hertfordshire north of London, is featured on Channel 4 television series
Grand Designs.10 The machine is used to cut each of the panels from which
boxes are made to construct the building. The on-site machine is used to cut
panels progressively as the house is built. It also has the benefit of being able
to quickly remake any which do not fit without waiting for a remote factory.
The WikiHouse system utilises standard 1220mm x 2440mm plywood sheets
which can be bulk-purchased and delivered to the site from a local timber
merchant and then man-handled by one or two people at a time.
9
Open Systems Lab (2019) About Wikihouse. England and Wales: Wikihouse. Available at:
https://www.wikihouse.cc/About (Accessed: November 2020).
10
Ratcliffe, M. 2012. Grand Designs. In: Sexton, C. (ed.) Hertfordshire 2012.
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Fig 152. Illustration of the proposed
system in use at the Harman Street
Estate. This illustration was intended
to both explain the cladding system
and address issues of how the
construction process might look
whilst in progress. (Anna Mill 2019)
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iteration of the model. It was then used as the basis for both ordering and
cutting the plywood panels.

Constructing a sample element to test a building system

Preliminary attempts to obtain the steel profiles upon which the design
proposal was based however proved to be futile, with major manufacturers
either not replying or citing issues with the structural engineering. It appears
that the constituent parts are usually sold as complete fabricated panels.
This initial test of the supply chain thus rendered steel profiles unsuitable.
It negated the self-build principle and demonstrated many of the issues
identified earlier in this chapter in terms of other off-site constructed elements.

The potential sites in Hoxton identified and examined in the thesis have
in common similar, highly constrained, locations and so it is likely that the
constructors will need to operate in a similar way to that used at Kingsland
Road. The design system that I am proposing here anticipates a preconstructed frame, installed by the local authority with the key services, like
gas, water and electricity, connected. This is similar to the approach taken at
Graven Hill as discussed in Chapter 1. The hypothesis I worked on, defined
prior to the sample panel construction, was that each panel could be made
by one person and raised into place using a simple jack.

Consideration was subsequently given to the wider supply chain. Trying
to find materials more suited to the ethos, and likely desires, of future selfbuilders became a priority. A similarly configured timber-based component
was consequently designed using wood-fibre based insulation and a
softwood frame.

A sample wall panel element was then constructed as part of this research.
Using some simple and readily available components, the process tested
the feasibility of an on-site elemental construction method which could work
within the pre-assembled building frame. Despite having some experience of
building, however, I did not feel I was over-qualified when testing out whether
the skills required were readily obtainable by a typical self-builder either
through exploration or instruction, and thus whether building the panels would
be feasible.

Experiences of the panel construction process
The decision to construct the test panel from timber provided a perfect
illustration of the issues raised when relying on a computer model to produce
drawings and then using those drawings as the basis for cutting materials.
The timber supply chain in the UK uses nominal cross-section sizes. As a
consequence the final size of the timber varies by a deviation of -1 or +3mm
for material equal to or below 100mm. The BIM model however uses the
stated size as the basis of the cutting lists. The problem was that then,once
cut, the elements did not fit together as the purchased timber was smaller
than the anticipated size. These cut elements are shown in Fig 147.

Preparations for constructing the panel
In my earliest design iterations it was assumed that a very conventional
approach to multi-storey residential buildings be used. A concrete frame11
was to provide the superstructure along with a clad lightweight steel infill (Fig
147) for the walls. I anticipating that the self-builders could fabricate the infill
panels on the site and install them - an approach that is described in more
detail in Chapter 5.

The BIM model had been constructed to respect the dimensions of the brick
slips which were to be used to clad the panel. It was therefore important to
construct the panel to precise dimensions. The timber frame duly had to
be altered to suit the smaller timber sections. The timber lengths were cut
to size using a mechanical mitre saw, but thankfully I had used such a saw
on earlier projects so this task was straightforward. A similar process was
also employed on the RUSS Community Hub Project at Church Grove with
volunteer builders being inducted prior to using the saw.

The drawing in Fig 146 shows the initial proposal for a self-built wall panel
which initially envisaged a lightweight steel structure and polyisocyanurate
insulation. The image is taken from a three-dimensional and information-rich
BIM model built using Bentley AECOsim Building Designer. Each element of
the component was modelled allowing quantities to be obtained for purchase.
Fig 150 shows a cutting list for the building elements as taken from a later
11
Mineral Products Association (2020) The Concrete Centre - Residential Low Rise.
Available at: https://www.concretecentre.com/Building-Solutions/Building-Sectors/Housing-low-rise.
aspx?feed=c80b3762-1e83-4d27-9bcc-173138428c72 (Accessed: September 2020).
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The timber frame for the test panel was then assembled using a nail-gun
which provided a suitably robust outcome. This frame was then clad with
sheets of spruce plywood cut to size on the ground using a hand-held

Fig 154. Still from Grand Designs
showing the milling machine in a
shipping container. The machine
was used to cut all the components
required for the house featured
in the television programme
which were assembled into wall
panels. https://www.channel4.
com/programmes/grand-designs/
on-demand/46761-004 (Accessed
March 2020)

Fig 153. Instructions for using mortar
shown after use for the sample
panel. Although the instructions
were lengthy they were sufficiently
detailed to allow an inexperienced
constructor to undertake the pointing
task. (Eurobrick)
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Fig 155. Testing the panel erection
process. The left hand image shows
a mechanical jack being used whilst
the right hand image shows the final
manual stage. It was not possible to
fix the foot of the structure in a way
comparable to a finished building
which made the process more
difficult. (Photograph by Author)

mechanical circular saw (Fig 149). At this stage the complete frame was
ready for its insulation and cladding, and still could be moved by one person
with relative ease.
The next step therefore was to add the insulation boards. A wood-fibre
insulation product, Pavatherm12, was chosen to reduce environmental impact
and to allow easy cutting using a panel saw. This material was also readily
available in small quantities from an online builders merchant.
The brick-slip finish for the test panel was part of building system that
required a cement-board substrate with a grid to position the slips. These
were glued into place using a gun-applied adhesive. Despite the efforts to
base the dimensions of the panel and bay on brick sizes, some cutting was
required. This was undertaken using a simple cutter with a motorised rotating
wheel cooled with water (Fig 151).
The process of fixing the cement board was rather more complex to ensure
that the brick courses aligned correctly. The nature of the project also had
meant that care was taken to reduce waste. It had been just possible to build
the panel from one single board. The Eurobrick system however did not seem
to take account of the thickness of insulation required to achieve modern
standards. Very long screws were required which had large heads; in turn,
these screw heads made fixing the brick slips difficult.
Mortar was used to point both the vertical and bed joints. This process
required a good deal of skill and care and did not produce very good results.
Any self-builder would require some practice to achieve the correct mortar
consistency and undertake the pointing to an acceptable standard. Fig 153
illustrates the lengthy instructions provided for the mixing and application of
the mortar mix.
The pre-fabricated window was then fixed into the opening with suitable
tolerance to allow a silicone mastic joint. This is another process which
requires some skill. I have had some experience of silicone mastic pointing,
and It is potentially quite simple provided basic rules are followed. The joint
needs to be totally waterproof and can look very poor if not finished properly.

12
Pavatex (2020) Pavatherm - High-performance woodfibre insulation board. Available at: https://
www.pavatex.com/en/products/roof/pavatherm/ (Accessed: September 2020).
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Fig 156. The crowd funding page
for the RUSS hub building. The
seductive image attracted lots
of backers and raised the initial
funding required for the building.
The backers included the Mayor
of London’s Crowdfund London
campaign. (https://www.spacehive.
com/ladywellselfbuild#/idea accessed April 2020)
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The final stage of the process of making the test panel was to establish
whether it could be lifted easily into position. The combination of materials
by this stage had resulted in quite a heavy element, so I had obtained a
mechanical jack to undertake the task of raising the panel into a vertical
position.

Fig 157. Construction details for
the abandoned building design.
The section shown shows the
potential different and complicated
construction methods developed
through the early design process
including using reclaimed cob bricks
and a roof covered with a planted
top layer. (Drawing by RUSS)

The ritual of frame-raising has a long history in self-building, part of a long
tradition of gathering groups of people together to undertake tasks which
are beyond a single person. The raising of stones at Stonehenge in 2500BC
involved a lot of people working together. Today, courses about timber
framing at the Centre for Alternative Technology include collective frameraising as central to the method of self-building timber-framed buildings. The
circumstances of this test sample led to me undertaking the panel-raising
both using the jack and also with support from a colleague in the Bartlett
School of Architecture’s workshop. In the method that I am proposing for a
fully realised building project, the base of the panel would need to be fixed
to the building’s frame. It was not possible to undertake such a method of
fixing for the test panel so a timber base was used instead. Jacking the panel
up required a confident approach due to the panel’s considerable weight.
The process was however successful as props could be added whenever
the jack needed to be moved. The last stage of the process involved a twoperson lift into the vertical position (Fig 155).
The design of the test panel was made deliberately complex, including a bay
window. It was therefore heavier and more difficult to make than a blank brick
slip panel or one which simply contained an opening for a window or door.
Mindful of the need to minimise scaffolding, and to allow for ad-hoc periods of
building at weekends or during holidays, the proposed panels are intended to
be fabricated within the building frame. The illustration produced by Anna Mill
in Fig 152 shows how this system of panels might work in practice. In a real
building the foot of the panel would be fixed to the top of the structural floor
slab before jacking. In addition restraints would also be fixed to the ceiling to
prevent the panel falling outward.
This test process was undertaken to establish whether the construction and
installation of a panel could be undertaken by a person with intermediate
building skills. It proved to be possible, although not easy, for a single
person. Given that the proposition is for multiple panels to be made, many
of which would be of simpler design and smaller than the test piece, I am
satisfied that this method would work. There is little doubt that the first
panels in any project would be slow to make, yet that skills would improve,
particularly in terms of brickwork pointing, as more were constructed.
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Notes:
Check all dimensions on site. Do not scale from this drawing.
Report any discrepancies and omissions to RUSS
This drawing is copyright ©

3

9

Design
Unless stated otherwise, the designs shown are subject to detailed site survey, investigations, and
legal definition, the CDM Regulations, and the comments and / or approval of the various relevant
Local Authority Officers, Statutory Undertakers, Fire Officers, Engineers and the like. They are
copyright, project specific and confidential and no part is to be used or copied in any way without the
express prior consent of RUSS.
Photocopied & Scanned Information
This drawing is based on photocopied / scanned information liable to distortion in scale.

+15.142

6

Area Calculations
The areas shown are approximate only and have been measured off preliminary drawings as the likely
areas at the current state of design using the stated option from the Code of Measuring Practice, 4th
edition. RICS / ISVA. These may be affected by future buildings. Take account of these factors before
planning any financial or property development purpose or strategy and seek confirmation of latest
areas before decision making.
3rd-Party Information
This drawing includes information provided by independent surveyors and / or consultants, to whom all
queries shall be made. RUSS can accept no liability for its content or accuracy.
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Undertaking the building of the RUSS Community Hub - community-led self-build in action
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The hub project team had obtained an office at Deptford Creekside on a probono basis. This provided a large boost for the project which had previously
been operating from volunteers’ homes and holding their meetings in pubs.
Despite this situation, sufficient meetings had taken place to undertake the
planning application and elicit the support of structural engineers and other
building professionals.
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The crowd fund had raised around £52,500 of which £30,000 had been
provided by the Mayor of London. Planning consent had been granted in
June 2018 and there was a strong appetite to get the project started.

The early iterations of the hub building design were for a 57m2 single-storey

1:50 m

1

During the summer of 2018 I had attended a public meeting held to
showcase the RUSS housing project. This included a visit to the Church
Grove site. Subsequently a request was made for volunteers to take part, and
so my knowledge of building led me to become involved in the community
hub project the following winter.

The first meeting that I attended focused on what was required to move the
project from the planning stage to a point at which work on site could begin.
The original intended start in the autumn of 2018 had already been missed
and so the spring of 2019 was the new aspiration. The subsequent weekly
meetings throughout the winter evenings attempted to deliver health and
safety planning, understand how much the building would cost, work out
how to undertake the foundations, and apply for building control approval,
amongst many other things (Fig 158).

Scale
2

Whilst undertaking research into the Church Grove project in Lewisham, as
discussed in Chapter 1, it was helpful that I actually became a member of
the Rural Urban Synthesis Society (RUSS). I was seeking to understand how
much progress had been made towards the final building design for their
multi-storey housing development, and indeed whether a planning application
had been made. As a RUSS member I was encouraged to contribute to a
crowd-funded initiative to build a community hub building which would share
the Church Grove site with the housing. The hub building was intended to
be designed and constructed by volunteers from materials which could be
obtained for free. I knew little of the planned building other than a seductive
image showing a Segal-inspired structure covered in bunting. This image was
sufficient to make me contribute to the fund and take an interest in the project
(Fig 156).

Fig 159. An early iteration of the
hub building. This drawing shows
the ambitious ideas for the building
which included walls made form
different materials, herringbone
cladding and a covered walkway
to the entrance ramp. (Drawing by
RUSS)

Proposed South Elevation

Fig 160. The re-designed scheme.
The revised scheme simplified the
building to reduce both the cost of
construction and allow for a simpler
execution process. Many of the
much discussed ideas were simply
abandoned overnight.(Drawing by
RUSS)

Fig 158. Managing tasks for the
community hub team using Trello.
The large number of tasks required
a considerable amount of time from
the volunteer team and were rarely
completed before the suggested
deadline.
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Fig 161. The hub building under
construction in July 2019. The
building was constructed by a
contractor with help from the
volunteers from RUSS. The
complexity of tasks varied with
volunteers undertaking some
ambitious work where their skills
permitted. (Photograph by Author)

building with an external composting WC. The design had been prepared by
a group of volunteers including features intended to encourage participatory
construction. Different building methods, using cob and straw-bales for
example, were to be used for each wall and the building was then to be
topped with a turf roof. A generous verandah wrapped around the building
and provided ramped access to the entrance.
The design and access statement13, as developed for the planning
application in February 2018, emphasises the community-led nature of
the project. The expectations that the building would be environmentally
sustainable also included a rainwater harvesting strategy.
The process of moving towards a buildable solution led to the revisiting
of many of the key principles established in the early stages of the RUSS
project. The planning drawings show that the design is based on Walter
Segal’s building method14. A large collection of free materials had been
taken to the Church Grove site and stored there, including a large number of
cob blocks donated by a project in nearby Peckham. Much discussion took
place about the design of the foundations. The Segal method uses small
pad foundations to provide a base upon which to start building. Although the
building design had been undertaken on this basis it was very difficult to find
a structural engineer who would take responsibility for covering this design
within their professional indemnity insurance. They generally wanted very
large, and expensive, concrete pads to deal with the uncertain nature of the
site which over the years had had many different uses. The need to protect
the designer’s liability can be difficult for a volunteer team who may not be
individually insured as designers.
Various options to solve this problem filled several weeks of the evening
meetings including actively considering proprietary systems. Ultimately a
solution was found with smaller pads being agreed if built upon an area of
compacted granular stone. This would be insured by one designer with the
remaining structural frame being covered by another.
A further area of concern was the budget required to complete the works.
Without a quantity surveyor it was left to the volunteer team to try to
understand and estimate how much the building would cost and thus whether
the funds raised would be sufficient. In March 2019 it became evident that
substantial cost saving would have to be made if the building were to be
undertaken for the available money. The funds now stood at around £70,000
13
14
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Architype (2017) RUSS Church Grove Project - Design and Access Statement.
McKean, J. (1989) Learning from Segal. Basel, Switzerland: Birkhäuser.
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after a successful application to CDS Cooperative, a housing organisation
who use their surplus to support community-led housing schemes.
At this point a substantial re-design of the RUSS hub building was undertaken
to reduce the costs. Essentially wasting many months of volunteers’ time,
this proved to be a difficult decision for the project team. Items which had
been essential parts of the ethos of the project were abandoned including the
grey-water system, green roof, verandah, and indeed the Segal construction
method. Volunteers that returned to the project to find the ideas developed
over months and years had disappeared. Fortunately there was a strong
desire to see the project through to completion and so the need for the
changes was accepted. Writing in a short ‘lessons learnt’ document Megan
Ancliffe, one of the key project members, identified the complications of
using groups of volunteers to design buildings and the risk of developing
something which could not be delivered. Ancliffe ended up having to
undertake the re-design in order to keep the project going. Fig 159 shows
the project in an early iteration featuring herringbone cladding and entrance
sheltered by a verandah. The revised scheme used a simpler timber-frame
system, with windows which had been donated, and removed extraneous
details.
The archived drawings from the project, stored on a shared drive available
to team members, show a large range of sophisticated details for straw-bale
walls, cob construction and hempcrete as well as for the green roof. They
serve as a valuable testament to the time spent by the volunteer project team
on work which was ultimately fruitless.
One issue which caused the project particular problems was the additional
costs of VAT. New dwellings are zero-rated for VAT purposes15 and an
assumption had sensibly been made that some kind of relief would be
available for the community hub building. It took several months however for
the complexities of the VAT system to be properly understood. In the end the
project was found in fact to be liable for VAT, adding 20% to the anticipated
costs, which had not been foreseen.
With the re-design completed the expectation continued that the hub building
could be completely built by volunteers. Lengthy discussions took place
about how the construction could be undertaken safely by these volunteers
and so risk assessments were carried out and documents prepared. Non15
HM Goverment (2014) Guidance - Buildings and construction (VAT Notice 708). Available at:
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/buildings-and-construction-vat-notice-708 (Accessed: September 2020).
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Fig 162. Timber walls under
construction. The revised scheme
for the hub building used a
straightforward timber frame
construction system which was
inclusive for the volunteers who
could easily become involved in
the simpler tasks. (Photograph by
Author)

material amendments16 had to be submitted to the local authority’s planning
department to deal with changes of finishes and the modifications to the
building design caused by the cost reduction exercise. Months went by with
no realistic prospect of the project commencing. Of particular concern was
the potential knock-on impact on the start of the larger housing development
on the Church Grove site. Scheduled for the autumn of 2019 this would be the
moment when the hub building needed to be complete as the main site could
be handed over to a building contractor. The closing time-window available to
erect the hub building was a potential disaster in the making.
An attempt had been made to advertise for a suitably qualified site manager
to manage the project, undertaking much of the building work and overseeing
the volunteers. I encouraged some part-time practitioner colleagues from
the Bartlett School of Architecture to apply but this was not met with much
appetite. The fact that the job was advertised as full-time did not match the
expectations of those who were already involved with their own existing
design projects.
In March 2019 salvation came in the form of Habitat for Humanity17 (HfH),
an international charity working in the UK to help alleviate the shortage of
homes. Primarily concerned with returning derelict buildings to use, they list
several such examples on their website. Peckham, London and Banbury
in Oxfordshire are highlighted as places where volunteers have brought
buildings back into use with the support of the HfH charity. “In 2009, we
completed a block of 12 flats developed on the site of the former Star of
India public house in Peckham. Remarkably, this was achieved using 1,500
volunteer days on site to assist in the construction. The flats now provide
affordable accommodation for twelve local families, many of whom had been
on the waiting list for a home for several years.”18
A new model was proposed for the RUSS hub building with HfH offering
support as the main contractor and working in partnership with the RUSS
volunteers to undertake the construction. This took responsibility for the main
construction away from the volunteer team although they would clearly still
have a large role in supporting HfH as the main contractor.

Fig 164. Driving a roller to prepare
the ground for foundations. As a
volunteer it felt both demanding and
empowering to be able to drive the
road roller used to compress the
aggregate materials to prepare the
site. Many volunteer-led projects
might have been reluctant to allow
volunteers to undertake tasks
involving large machinery but
Habitat for Humanity had sufficient
experience. (Photograph: RUSS)

Fig 163. The welfare unit with an
adjacent marquee with table. Many
potentially useful items had been
amassed at the Church Grove
site. This former welfare unit and
marquee provided an invaluable
kitchen and welfare space which
helped meet heath and safety
requirements. (Photograph: Gordon
O’Connor Read)

The hub project had been offering opportunities for RUSS members and other
16
Planning Portal (2020) Non-material amendment of an existing planning permission. Available
at: https://www.planningportal.co.uk/info/200126/applications/60/consent_types/15. (Accessed: September
2020)
17
Habitat for Humanity (2020) What we do. Available at: https://www.habitatforhumanity.org.uk/
what-we-do/ (Accessed: September 2020).
18
https://www.habitatforhumanity.org.uk/country/great-britain/ (Accessed: April 2020)
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volunteers to become involved in the construction of the building for some
time, and already collected a large list of names. It became imperative to
work out how to involve all of these people productively. Previous experience
during the design phase and during the collection of building materials had
proved that there was a risk of this labour allocation process being quite
inefficient and very time-consuming.
Several of these evening sessions had discussed how to manage volunteers
and an attempt was even made to categorise levels of construction
competence. There was a very real need to manage the health, safety and
welfare of the self-builders. It was agreed that a suitably qualified member
of the core team, from a pool of those who had been involved in the winter
planning sessions, would be present on the site at all times to look after the
volunteers. A booking system was devised to limit the number of people
present on site at any time and appropriate site accommodation was
arranged.
The RUSS hub project had been donated an ancient welfare unit, which
contained a counter, sink and hand-washing facilities. In addition a marquee
was erected, supplemented with two rented shipping containers and a
chemical WC. A diesel generator was purchased and water connected
to an existing supply which had been found on the site. Thus the basis of
acceptable site accommodation was created. The marquee provided shelter
for site inductions, and rest periods; the welfare unit could be used for tea
making and washing one’s hands; there was a suitable WC available; and the
shipping containers could be used for storage.(Fig 163) The generator was
located as far as possible from neighbouring residents to avoid complaints
about noise.
A productive three months of work followed with the benefit of using HfH
being felt straight away. The latter provided a near permanent site presence
from competent constructors who quickly hired the right equipment to provide
a compacted hard core layer from which the foundations and timber frame
quickly followed.
The hours during which the site could operate were strictly limited by
the planning consent19. Neighbours were nervous about the impending
residential housing scheme and had fielded many objections leading to a
cautious approach being taken. No work was permitted other than during
weekdays and Saturday mornings. This was potentially a particular issue
19
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London Borough of Lewisham (2017) Planning Application Ref:DC/17/104264. London.

Fig 165. Visitors to Open House at
RUSS community hub. The cladding
used scaffolding boards which
were expected to be reclaimed.
Eventually new boards had to be
used to allow them to be fire-treated
to meet the building regulations.
Early decisions such as using
reclaimed cladding sometimes led
to more costly solutions once the
true requirements were discovered.
(Photograph by Author)

in organising volunteer labour. In actuality, each day produced a set of
three volunteers as well as the main contractor’s team. Site inductions were
undertaken at the start of the session with task-based instructions used to
ensure volunteers worked safely. The RUSS core team were very keen to
ensure that all volunteers had a good experience whilst working at the site.
Circumstances had conspired to the project being undertaken in the latespring and early-summer and many weeks went by with good weather. The
tasks were usually interesting and the nature of the hub building meant that
progress was quick and satisfaction levels were high. Habitat for Humanity’s
experience with volunteers meant that they didn’t hold back from including
the volunteers in some challenging situations. Fig 164 shows me driving
a road-roller which proved both exciting and challenging but definitely an
experience a volunteer might not have normally.
The role of HfH was exemplary in demonstrating how a contractor might
support a volunteer-led construction project. The sorts of behaviours
often associated with the building trade were minimised, and with an
accommodating attitude shown. The ethos of the project had been
established early by the RUSS core team who instilled expectations of
politeness on the site, kept carefully to the rules about protecting the
neighbours, and made sure to recycle the waste. HfH’s not-for-profit model
not only saved money but also led to a more relaxed attitude to what work
they were willing to undertake within such a tight budget.
The re-designed building proposal essentially consisted of a large timberframed floor structure spanning between the concrete foundations. Loadbearing timber wall panels support a timber roof structure (Fig 162) and the
entire building is clad in fire-resistant material and timber. Compared to the
Segal method this proved to be considerably simpler and less costly. The
finished floor structure provided a flat working platform for the construction
of the wall panels. Volunteers could assemble the panels and stand them
up quickly to form the building’s outer skin. Windows and doors were added
later. The roof structure was somewhat more complicated due to the stepped
pitched roof. This needed to remain similar to the original scheme as only a
non-material amendment to the planning permission had been applied for, so
as to avoid a complete new planning application.
This re-designed construction method was very familiar to me as it was very
similar to what I had used at Kingsland Road. Indeed it is the basis of most
UK-based timber-frame buildings and thus was also readily understood by
the contractors. In part due to some dry weather, the building roof was on
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by mid-July 2019 barely eight weeks after the launch event which took place
back in mid-May.
Having been able to study the project in the first stages of construction, it is
possible to make some useful observations.
Fig 166. The Essex Design Guide
2018. A recent edition of a guide
to what is likely to be acceptable,
and gain planning consent, in the
county of Essex and an example of
a pattern book approach to building
guidance. (Essex Planning Officers
Association)

•

The presence of Habitat for Humanity as the main contractor allowed
the project to proceed regardless of the volunteer activity. This kept the
project moving forward constantly, albeit with the pace varying depending
on the volunteers’ presence.

•

The site set up allowed for a professional atmosphere amongst the
volunteers. An early decision to have a maximum three volunteers
each day meant that building tasks did not run out. Daily briefings, the
availability of proper tools and protective clothing, and with the clear
expectations provided by the project team meant that generally tasks
were undertaken well.

•

The simple building method contributed to a speedy construction
process. Although drawings had been produced which included
information about the setting out of panels, for example, these were not
always carefully looked at by the main contractor. They could appreciate
the general intention thus minimising the mistakes which might have
come from misinterpretation.

•

The use of timber as a building material, although forgiving as a framing
system that allowed for mistakes to be easily corrected on site, proved
less well-suited when used as external cladding on such a confined site.
The latter meant that the timber cladding had to be specially treated to
improve its fire resistance, hence causing delays and extra cost at a late
stage in the project.

In the previous years RUSS had been involved in various community events,
and so there was a strong desire to include the hub building in Open House,
a London-based weekend in which buildings are made open to the public. I
had not visited the hub building since July but arrived to find a near complete
building at the September 2019 event. The structure had doors and windows,
donated from other projects, the fire-treated cladding made from scaffolding
boards had been applied, and the interiors were decorated. The remaining
significant missing feature was a sewage connection, due to be added
alongside the main housing project. The aspiration for a composting WC
had been dealt a fatal blow by the Environment Agency due to the site being
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too close to the River Ravensbourne. The hub building, now completed and
in use as both a community meeting space and project centre for the main
housing project, has provided several lessons to both those involved in RUSS
and to me as a researcher. Of particular note is the time that it took to move
from the drawing board to construction commencing, and the amount of
design time spent on un-realised proposals. The building always had a timelimited planning consent and thus it might now only remain in existence for
four more years.
What is clear from this project is the benefit felt by those who volunteered.
When I was at the site, those who took part in the construction process
were clearly happy in their work - helped of course by some warm spring
weather. Even on the darkest of winter evenings, the meetings of the group
who planned and designed the project were well attended. The finished hub
building is a far better solution than a prefabricated Portakabin structure
which might have provided the same accommodation. The building’s obvious
quality will doubtless be the basis of a planning application for it to have a
longer life and as such it will be a useful long-term part of the larger housing
development.
Reflecting on the three projects discussed
The three self-build projects described here allow for a reflection on the
relationship between building design and the expectations of both their
clients and statutory authorities. Although often criticised for attempting to
take over the role of the building designers, it is in fact true that town planners
have (and should have) a substantial role in raising design standards and
expectations. In the context of a self-built or self-procured building there
is likely to be a conflict between the need to see a project finished to the
satisfaction and agreed designs of the local planning authority, and the
realities of a dwindling budget, the time and energy of an individual who
has been involved in a lengthy project. In the Kingsland Road example a
conventional approach to the planning process was undertaken with a ‘full
plans’ application being made prior to work starting. Hackney Council as
the local planning authority understood the concept of a unique architectdesigned house despite its listed neighbours. In many ways the process ran
quite smoothly, despite still taking almost nine months to complete.

Graven Hill attempts to solve this problem by using a pattern-book
approach. Design codes and suggested methods of compliance are by no
means unusual in planning. The Essex Design Guide20 (Fig 166) is a very
detailed example illustrating the expectations of the planning departments
of a group of local authorities. It has existed, and been re-written several
times, since the 1970s. Most local councils will have similar although less
ambitious documents describing their expectations particularly for residential
extensions. The Graven Hill Plot Passport, which was discussed in Chapter
1, sets out parameters which must be met, but is light on the sort of precise
detail evident in the Essex Design Guide. It thus allows more flexibility for
the self-builder who might have to make last-minute cost savings as well
as speeding up the approval process. The expectations are for an agreed
palette of materials to be used, as well as adhering to a parameter plan that
dictates the maximum height and volume.
The early building design for the RUSS hub building had been granted
consent in the conventional sense. The team of designers were somewhat
afraid of the planning officers in Lewisham Council, and so wanted to
avoid any bad feeling which might prejudice the larger planned housing
development at the site. The project required considerable changes to
meet the final budget, and despite the fact that the project was only to be
temporary, and the changes being proposed were minor, an application
for non-material amendments was nevertheless made to the local planning
authority to agree to such alterations - thereby consuming more time for both
volunteers and Lewisham Council’s planning officers.
With these three salutary case-studies in mind, Chapter 6 discusses the
planning issues around a self-build proposal at Harman Street Estate based
upon the tested timber-frame and infill-panel method. The micro-site selected
for this scheme is one of those identified in Chapter 2. This construction
system is not intended to offer flexibility in terms of the building design once
any planning consent has been granted. However it is also highly likely
in any small building project that there will be some derogations from the
precise detail of any scheme which has been approved by the local planning
authority. The degree to which such alterations are undertaken is either with
disregard for the system, because the changes are de minimis, or are part
of a form of permitted development. Planning drawings rarely deal with the
level of detail which might be required to actually construct a building, and so
changes could fall into the zone that was simply not visible on the approved
drawings due to their scale.
20
Essex Planning Officers Association (2018) The Essex Design Guide 2018 Edition V.3. Essex
UK: Essex Planning Officers Association.
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The ad-hoc tenant alterations made at Thamesmead21 and discussed earlier
have probably been made with no regard for planning law. This might well
also be the territory of a self-builder who is keen to complete a project and
happy to deal with the council planning officers should they come calling
later. Also worth thinking about and discussing are the freedom that is
customarily offered to the owner of a the single owner-occupied dwelling,
over the occupant of flats. It is therefore important to devise a self-building
housing approach which deals carefully with all of these subtleties within the
planning system.
Perhaps it is opportune to return at this point to look at Almere, the city in
the Netherlands which conceivably provided the impetus for Graven Hill. At
Almere, in the Oosterworld Project22 masterminded by architects MVRDV,
the plots have been defined but beyond that initial definition there is a near
free-for-all. The city has a strong community expectation that there will be
innovative designs which provide a positive environmental benefit. Ultimately
the low-density layout of Almere allows plots to be distanced to minimise
neighbours’ disputes. There is a combined ethos of individuals acting to
create self-designed and self-constructed buildings within freedom which
allows for a range of permutations from urban farming to collective living.
The likely conclusion of the design research in this thesis is that a variety
of possible methods may need to be explored at the early stage of any
self-build project and a suitable brief defined. As will be seen in the next
chapter, my decision to apply for actual planning consent for the Harman
Street site was done explicitly to remove a possible obstacle from a project.
Considerable time might well be saved had more design freedom been
afforded to the self-builder in planning, if indeed Hackney Council had been
permitted to grant me such. It is therefore now time to distil all of the research
in the previous chapters into a plausible design solution for small self-built
housing projects in Hoxton, so as to offer an example of an approach that
could suit inner-city areas in London and other British cities.

21
Chadwick, P. and Weaver, B. (2019) The Town of Tomorrow - 50 Years of Thamesmead.
London: Here Press.
22
MVRDV (2012) D.I.Y Urbanism: Almere Oosterworld / MVRDV: ArchDaily. Available at: https://
www.archdaily.com/227503/d-i-y-urbanism-almere-oosterworld-mvrdv (Accessed: July 2020).
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Fig 167. Huis voor een kunstenaar
Almere Poort -This house uses a
form of paper cladding which is
acceptable in Almere, Netherlands.
It might present a challenge in
Essex or even Graven Hill. https://
architectenweb.nl/projecten/project.
aspx?ID=19218 - accessed August
2020
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Chapter 5: A Potential Financial Model for Small Council-Owned Sites

As mentioned, this chapter will look at the context for devising a financial
model which could deliver self-built homes on small local authority-owned
sites in inner-city areas and examines a potential design model. The aim is to
use left-over micro-sites, often completely unseen, which could be brought
into the provision of new housing in the UK using the opportunity of selfbuilders to make this happen. While the design is of course only one of many
such proposals that could be made, the argument here is that it is essential
to provide a range of plausible, high-quality, sustainable alternatives for selfbuilt dwellings. In this sense my design proposal is intended to provide a
contemporary reworking of the useful but now dated system devised in the
1960s and 70s by Walter Segal.

Fig 168. Grade II* listed Alexandra
and Ainsworth Estate, London
Borough of Camden, designed
by Neave Brown. The estate was
completed in 1979 and includes 520
homes, a community centre and
primary school. Building work was
financed by Camden Council who
managed the estate until 1991 when
it transferred to South Hampstead
Housing Co-operative. (Photograph
by Author)

The context of contemporary housing finance in England

1890 Housing of the Working Classes Act Allows urban councils to build homes and
clear slums which led to the construction by
the London County Council of the Boundary
Estate in Shoreditch, one of the first public
housing estates in Britain.
1909 Town and Country Planning Act - The
first planning law which attempted to set
minimum standards for housing including
density.
1914-1918 World War I - Raised the
expectations of those returning from war.
1918 Tudor Walters Report - Established
minimum housing standards and standard
plans for acceptable housing.
1919 The Housing and Town Planning Act An ambitious law to create 500,000 homes
making housing a national responsibility.
Local authorities were to deliver the homes
with government funds. Both the London
County Council and Metropolitan Borough
Councils were building homes in London.

This thesis research focuses specifically on Hoxton, an area of Inner London
that sits in the Borough of Hackney. The law and government policies that
prevail are thus those of England. In this sense, the thesis does not attempt to
deal with the wider issues which might occur in Wales, Scotland or Northern
Ireland where, in part due to the presence in 2020 of forms of devolved
government, different situations exist. Nevertheless, the proposal is that this
design model has the potential to also be adapted to those slightly differing
conditions that exist in the UK as a whole.
Social housing in England (like elsewhere in Britain) has been through
numerous cycles of what could be called ‘boom and bust’ ever since the
first public housing estates were built in the early-twentieth century1. Despite
the usual assumptions, there has rarely been much correlation between the
political party in government and the quantity of public housing produced.
Events such as the Second World War had a more profound effect, with many
new housing schemes being undertaken on sites which were damaged by
bombing. A desire to provide homes for those returning from conflict also
provided a considerable impetus.

1930 Housing Act - Further obligations were
made for local councils to clear slums and
provide alternative housing.
1
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1939-1945 World War II - Considerable
damage was caused by the bombing of
urban areas with further expectations of
higher housing standards.
1946 New Towns Act - This act set up new
town development corporations who would
plan and develop new towns in former
countryside such as Stevenage and Harlow
to accommodate London’s displaced
population.
1947 Town and Country Planning Act - This
act consolidated a policy-led system for
town planning substantially unchanged to
the present day.
1949 Housing Act - This act allowed local
authorities to build homes for the general
population rather than those specifically in
housing need.
1952 Housing Act - Raised housing subsidy,
encouraging further public provision of
housing.
1954 Housing Repairs and Rents Act Allowed for further slum clearance and some
rent controls and recommended increased
private building.
1956 Housing Subsidies Act Reduced subsidy to needs-based housing
only.
1957 Housing Act - Enabled local authorities
to sell housing stock.
1961 Housing Act - Raised subsidies to both
local authorities and other housing providers.
1961 Publication of Homes for Today and
Tomorrow setting space standards devised
by Parker Morris.

Before the political upheavals caused by the Thatcher Government in the
1980s, the general assumption in Britain was that public housing would be
paid for by government, using subsidies raised from taxation or borrowing,
and constructed by local authorities. The very large estates built in urban
areas responded to a desire to maintain green belts and low-rise suburban
districts whilst providing much needed extra homes.

discount: This scheme in fact pre-dated the Thatcher government, but was
now given the terms and conditions to make it widely taken up. In any case
the right-to-buy scheme could have provided a source of revenue for local
authorities, depending on how much discount was offered, but despite
promises the proceeds were forbidden by law to be spent on new local
authority-procured housing.

There are some excellent examples of very successful estates, particularly
those built by local authorities in London, many of which were extremely
ambitious. Fig 168 shows the Alexandra and Ainsworth Estate in St John’s
Wood, built by the London Borough of Camden. It was designed by architect
Neave Brown and listed at Grade II* in 1993. It is one of many complex
housing schemes, including the Brunswick Centre (Fig 175), which now have
protected status. These high-density, mid-rise buildings were in marked
contrast to the prevailing trend towards point blocks. Loosely based on the
ideas of Le Corbusier2, tall housing blocks allowed the creation of urban
green spaces whilst providing a large number of homes to replace slums.

During the period of the New Labour governments between 1997 and 2010
there was no real reversal of Thatcherite housing policies, and instead public
funds were generally spent on improvements to existing stock to achieve the
Decent Homes Standard3 which required homes to be warm and dry. The fact
they were not was itself a symptom of neglect in the previous decades.

At the time of researching and writing this thesis, substantial changes have
been made to the arrangements for public housing finance in the UK. In
particular, the 2010 -15 Coalition Government made local authorities’ housing
revenue accounts a self-financing process, thereby opening up tentatively
some more possibilities for new social housing through this route.

In the decade between 1960 and 1970 the British governments of both main
parties provided housing subsidies to taller buildings by which the provision
of additional floors increased the subsidy levels. Combining this with the use
of component-based system building led to the rapid production of hundreds
of high-rise buildings all over the UK. The fashion for tall blocks ended
abruptly in May 1968 with the partial collapse of Ronan Point in Canning Town
near to the London docks, this being a system-built tower made from pre-cast
concrete panels. A gas explosion inside a flat caused a progressive collapse
killing six people and exposing the shoddy workmanship in the construction
of many system-built tall housing blocks.
In the wake of the Thatcher administration, between 1980 and 2010 there
was a presumption that only a limited amount of new social housing would
be provided, now almost exclusively by housing associations. These were
not-for-profit organisations who had historically provided housing for specific
groups of workers in particular areas. Now however they were being provided
with central government grants to develop new homes, often now covering
much larger territories of operations and with a larger and much more
complex tenant base.
Furthermore since 1980 tenants in council housing have also had a generous
right-to-buy scheme that enabled them to buy their homes at a large
2
Le Corbusier (1967) The radiant city : elements of a doctrine of urbanism to be used as the
basis of our machine-age civilization. London: Faber.
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Funding public housing in 2020

Housing revenue accounts (HRA), which were separated from general
local taxation many years ago, are what own and manage local authority
public housing and their funds must be ‘ring-fenced’ by local authorities.
This prevents cross-subsidy from the ‘general fund’ which is used to run the
majority of council services and financed through a combination of local
taxation and central government grants.

Fig 170. System-built housing from
the 1990s in Shoreditch. This project
designed by Cartwright Pickard
Architects was prefabricated and
given a Millennium Products award
in 1999. At the time pre-fabrication
was highly fashionable and this
scheme by the Peabody Trust was
considered exemplary. (Photograph
by Author)

The new self-financing arrangements removed central government grants
from local housing finance and allowed local councils to borrow against their
housing stock. When self-financing was introduced, the existing debts, often
incurred from previous ambitious public sector housing schemes, were also
removed. The Coalition Government considered this to be part of the localism
agenda which was being pursued at the time.
Fig 169. Stage Payments for
Buildstore Mortgage https://www.
buildstore.co.uk/mortgages-finance/
stage-payment-types (accessed
February 2020)
3
Department for Communities and Local Government, DCLG (2006) A Decent Home: Definition
and guidance for implementation. London: HM Government,.
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Fig 172. The proposed method
to provide a solution to small site
self-builders. Stages 0 and 1. The
diagrams show the first two stages
of identifying sites and building the
structural frame for the self-build
proposal. (Drawing by Author)
1963 Local Government Act - Created new
boroughs from former London metropolitan
borough councils and the Greater London
Council to replace the smaller London
County Council.
1964 Housing Act - Gave birth to the
Housing Corporation in order to support
housing societies.
1967 Housing Subsidies Act - Provided
subsidies based on criteria including
buildings receiving more money if over six
storeys high.
1974 Housing & Local Government Act Introduced large scale funding for housing
associations to provide homes.
1977 Homeless Persons Act - Provided right
to homeless people to be supported by local
authorities.
1980 Housing Act - Provided local authority
tenants with the right to buy their homes.
1988 Housing Act - Relaxation of rent
controls and the creation of assured
tenancies. Created Housing Action Trusts.
1989 Local Government and Housing Act
- New duty to avoid debts in local authority
housing revenue accounts, potentially
reducing housing expenditure.

Loans were made by the Public Works Loan Board at low interest rates
based on the performance of gilts, which are investments issued by national
governments. Caps on borrowing were initially used to avoid excessive debt
likely to be recorded as part of wider, unwelcome, public borrowing but these
were then scrapped in 2018. Local authorities are however expected to be
prudent in their borrowing, a principle set out in the 2003 Local Government
Act.
The government defined various other methods of achieving additional
borrowing, for both HRA and other uses, based on different sources of
revenue. These include schemes, for example, which result in increased
business rates which provide a revenue stream against which borrowing is
allowed. Local Government in England: Capital Finance, a guide produced
by the House of Commons Library,4 also highlights a transport scheme in
Greater Manchester where investment would be earned back in the future
that was considered to be appropriate by central government.
Another significant source of finance for local authority housing is through
leveraging money from private sector developments. The UK planning system
expects developments to be delivered without causing additional unfunded
requirements for services like schools. A mechanism for developers to pay
to mitigate their schemes exists where either services are delivered directly
as part of a development or else commuted payments are made by local
authorities so they can undertake the delivery. This mechanism is also used
now to control the delivery of affordable housing through the planning system.
A similar arrangement is employed where the developer either delivers the
affordable housing as part of a development or makes a commuted payment.
The local council can, on occasion, spend this payment to deliver housing
itself provided it meets affordability criteria.

Public funds for self- or custom-building
In the context of this thesis it is valuable to understand what funds might be
available to fund self-build housing projects. It is important to consider the
tenure of any potential project - in other words, whether it would be a building
for rental or owned in some way by the builder/occupier. There are really
three ways in which the occupier of a home can be the owner in England:
either as the freeholder, owning both the building and the land upon which
it stands in perpetuity; or as a leaseholder, essentially owning the building
4
Sandford, M. (2016) Local Government in England: Capital Finance, London: House of
Commons Library.
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Fig 171. Graven Hill Mortgage
Enquiry Web Landing Page. Linked
directly from the pages connected
with selling plots of land and houses
the page is specifically tailored to
their lending requirements. https://
www.buildstore.co.uk/mortgagesfinance/graven-hill-mortgages,
(Accessed February 2020)
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Fig 173. The proposed method
to provide a solution to small site
self-builders. Stages 2 to 3. The
diagrams show the connection of
services by the landowner and
the addition of stairs and a roof
coverings. (Drawing by Author)
1993 Compulsory competitive tendering
introduced into local authority housing
management.
2000 Decent Homes Programme attempts to
mandate warm, dry and well serviced homes
for all socially rented homes to end years of
poor maintenance.
2008 Creation of the Homes and
Communities Agency to manage investment
of state funds in housing.
2011 Localism Act leads to self-financing
housing revenue accounts for local
authorities.
2018 Creation of Homes England from
remains of Homes and Communities Agency.
2018 Cap removed on local authority
borrowing in their housing revenue accounts.

and land for a defined period with a right to renew; or with a combination of
ownership and rental known as shared ownership. There are examples of
rental projects where self-builders exchange their sweat equity for reduced
rents and of schemes where land has been given to self-builders and they
become the freehold owners of the houses.
By far the biggest cost to any self-built housing project is land. In Hackney,
where the study area for this thesis is located, land costs £2,070 per square
metre while in neighbouring Islington it is £5,200.5 Where the land is in public
ownership it is therefore a considerable cost saving if it can be added into the
costing of a project in some way. The sweat equity of the self-builders should
also be considered as part of the ‘funding’ for any project. Reducing the
labour costs, which always form a substantial element of any building project,
adds to the affordability of the project.
It is notable that since 2010 there has been an increased government
interest in self-building. First the Coalition, and more recent Conservativeled administrations have seen self-building as a significant ingredient in
the housing mix. Laying the Foundations: A Housing Strategy for England,
published by the government in 2011,6 makes many promises about
the potential for what it calls ‘custom-building’, a version of self-building
involving private developers, including £30m of finance to help borrowing by
individuals. Despite setting expectations higher than previous governments,
including developing a register of people who would like to self-build, actual
sources of new money are hard to identify. The initiative in reality seems
to follow the well-trodden path of surplus planning gain or small elements
funded out of existing schemes.
It is worth noting however that commuted payments from developers’
schemes are often quite difficult for local authorities on new housing projects.
Land may not be readily available, or they find that such small schemes
are not very easy to deliver. Small sites that are shovel-ready for self-build
schemes could however potentially provide a valuable source of affordable
housing to absorb some of the commuted payments. A BBC report in 2014,
based on freedom of information requests from local councils, suggested that
there was £1.5bn of unspent funds obtained through what are termed Section
106 planning agreements between local councils and private developers.7
5
GLA Economics (2016) The value of land and housing in London, London.
6
UK Government (2011) Laying the Foundations: a Housing Strategy for England. Communities
and Local Government Publications
7
Tarver, N. (2014) £1.5bn ‘community cash’ unspent by English councils. News. London: British
Broadcasting Corporation,. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-25094100 (Accessed:
July 2020).
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Fig 174. The proposed method
to provide a solution to small site
self-builders. Stages 4 to 5. The
diagrams show the residential
occupiers purchasing the serviced
spaces and completing their homes.
(Drawing by Author)

Private finance for self-building
There is in fact, perhaps rather surprisingly, a well-established market for
financing private sector self-build projects in the UK. Products offered by
established providers lend money based on the land value and added
value as the project progresses. Once the funds have been agreed they are
released in stages such as land purchase, foundations completed, walls
up to roof level, roof complete etc. It is often a fairly challenging process
to manage cash-flow in such a situation and there is a more recent set
of financial provisions which are more expensive but offer more funds in
advance. This kind of private finance model is very similar to that which would
be offered to a commercial developer. There will therefore be an expectation
that the completed building meets the standards set out by the lender
including an insurance-backed building guarantee - a level of control that
many of those interested in self-building would baulk at.
The National Custom and Self-Build Association
Set up in 2008, the National Self-Build Association, subsequently renamed
to include custom-build in its title - hence now known as NaCSBA - has
attempted as best it could to move self-building up the agenda for both the
public and private sectors.8
Although heavily involved in framing government policy around self-building
and custom-building the organisation’s website features a large number of
case studies which demonstrate the dominance of private sector schemes
in the sector. The organisation indeed has largely a membership of building
materials and systems suppliers as well as some local authorities. It also
includes partner organisations who provide specific finance for self-building
and custom-building. The Ecology Building Society is for instance one of
the organisations featured by NaCSBA. It has a specific mortgage product
for self-building schemes which allows the release of funds according to
valuations undertaken during the course of the building project. This is the
conventional approach and indeed the one that I used for the house and
office project at 215 Kingsland Road, the scheme that was discussed in more
detail in Chapter 4.

8
National Custom and Self-Build Association (2020) About Us - The National Custom and SelfBuild Association. England: National Custom and Self-Build Association, Available at: https://nacsba.org.
uk/about-nacsba/ (Accessed: July 2020).
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Fig 175. The Brunswick Centre.
Flats, shops and cinema, designed
by Patrick Hodgkison 1966-68.
Privately financed and constructed
by Robert McAlpine 1968-72.
Agreement made to lease housing
to Camden Council in 1966.
(Photograph by Author)

Offering a typical mortgage product
Buildstore, described in 2019 as a ‘gold partner’ of NaCSBA9 and a provider
of a range of services aimed at private sector self-builders, provides
mortgage based on stage payments for when someone is building a new
home. Fig 169 illustrates the stage payment list that they publish. The three
types of mortgage on offer are listed here as they illustrate the typical issues
faced by self-builders, and which will ultimately apply equally to most projects
in both the private and public sectors.
What they describe as a ‘valuation-based’ mortgage is very conventional
and closely linked to conventional or traditional building contracting. Funds
are drawn down from an agreed loan amount once the interim construction
valuations are issued. The valuations need to show an uplift from month to
month based on evident progress on site and in the work that is being valued.
In traditional contracts the main contractor is employed by a building site’s
owner and paid periodically, in arrears, as the means to complete the
construction of the building. Payments are usually monthly with a small
portion retained until the entire building is complete and the snagging works
have been carried out satisfactorily. An arrears-based payment schedule
requires the building contractor to undertake works at their own cost until the
stage is reached when the project is valued, this being often by an architect
or quantity surveyor, and payment is then made based on the amount of work
completed and the value of purchased goods on the building site.
Waiting for valuations to be issued presents problems in faster moving
projects and those where deposits are required for off-site manufactured
items. Building contractors who work in this way are thus often more
expensive to employ, as they have to cover the costs of arrears-based
finance or else pass them down the supply chain to builders’ merchants, who
may therefore charge more.
My self-build project at 215 Kingsland Road was executed using finance
based on valuations. It was unusual because I, as the architect, was also
the building owner and developer. Two loans were offered by the lender,
Natwest, a UK-based bank. The loans were secured on an existing asset, that
is the shop/flat owned and occupied by me as the developer/architect/client,
and on the site of the new building. One loan was provided to purchase the
land and was thus drawn down when the sale was complete. The second
depended on stages in the building process. It was left to me, as the building
9
Buildstore (2020) About Buildstore. Available at: https://www.buildstore.co.uk/about-buildstore
(Accessed: September 2020).
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developer/architect/client, to decide on the point at which to issue valuations,
decide upon the amount owed, and produce a certificate. This formed the
basis of the subsequent drawn down funds provided by the bank.
This process for the Kingsland Road scheme highlights many of the problems
associated with financing self-building. No account was taken of the need
to provide design fees, pay suppliers or contractors’ deposits, or fund
VAT which cannot be reclaimed until the end of a project. A substantial
‘float’ is thus required to keep the project moving forward. In this project I
as the architect could use professional judgement in reaching a valuation
figure. Surprisingly, the bank offered no specific guidance other than a
representative arriving in person to inspect the works. My valuations often
included items which had been ordered but not yet delivered, such as
windows, simply to keep the project going. It is noteworthy that this took
place before the worst of the post-2008 financial crisis and the subsequent
tightening of the rules around lending.
Buildstore’s ‘cost-based’ mortgage product attempts to address some of the
issues highlighted above. Finance is provided in advance based upon a set
of agreed costs. This does not require the project to be valued, thus removing
the need for financial uplifts. It takes account of the possibility of off-site
manufactured elements not being included in any valuations. This product
allows for funds being drawn down in advance, or in arrears. It is not clear
from looking at the interest rates being offered in January 2020 precisely
which of the mortgage options costs more, but it is fair to say that a process
based on anticipated costs rather than completed work is likely to increase
risk to the lender and therefore be more expensive.
There is a further product described as an ‘accelerator’ by Buildstore.
This claims to provide payments in advance of work-stages, allowing cash
payments to be made by self-builders and thus save them money. Again
it is likely that the product is going to work out as being more costly, but it
appears that the lender is seeking to mitigate this through possible savings in
the building process.
Buildstore’s mortgage products demonstrate the problems associated with
lending money whenever the building is not yet built and so cannot be used
as security. At Kingsland Road my role as a professional architect, and thus
covered by professional codes of conduct, mitigated some of the risk. Not
discussed here, but undoubtedly within the consideration of any lender,
would be the potential land value - nearly always much greater in London
and the surrounding region than the earnings of the ultimate homeowner. It
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is therefore very difficult to embark on a privately financed self-build project
without a substantial amount of cash in the bank or other assets to reduce the
costs of lending and to provide a safety blanket to keep the project moving.
The Channel 4 television series Grand Designs10 provides an extremely
explicit and effective set of accounts of how emotionally troubling financial
problems during self-build projects can become. A substantial float goes
some way to reducing the potential for such problems but it also clearly
creates a barrier to privately financed self-build projects for many potential
enthusiasts.
Suitable housing finance for micro-sites identified in the Hoxton site-finding project
The project at Graven Hill discussed in an earlier chapter in this thesis
attempts to address some of the issues with private financing and as such
offers some suggestions as to a coherent approach. Graven Hill contains a
range of house types including those which are completely self-built by the
end user. The scheme has approached the problem of potential purchasers
obtaining finance by partnering the local authority-owned Graven Hill Village
Company with Buildstore to offer mortgages that are specially designed to
suit the project. Indeed it is possible to link directly to the Buildstore mortgage
landing page (Fig 171) directly from the company’s web-site. Buildstore also
advertise prominently in the Graven Hill Plot Shop in nearby Bicester town
centre.
Graven Hill has many potential similarities with the development of a potential
micro-sites project which might be offered by Hackney Council precisely as
it is a scheme that is instigated and financed by a local authority. Hackney
Council have stated that they are not currently interested in selling land and
so any proposal must assume their continued role as the ground land owner.
This can however be seen as beneficial because in inner London the land, as
identified earlier, forms a large proportion of the cost of a building.
The proposed model illustrated in Fig 172 and Fig 173 hence maintains the
council as the main protagonists in any self-build housing project. This is
also similar to the approach being taken on other larger Council housing
projects. In the model I am proposing, they as current freeholder of the land
would then be responsible for building the structural frames for any self-build
dwelling, and providing services like water, gas and electricity. Potential
self-builders would then purchase a lease covering an element of the
10
Channel 4 Television Corporation (2015) Channel 4 Features commissions My Grand Design
Press Release. London, United Kingdom: Channel 4 Television Corporation (Accessed: March 2018).
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building which would most likely consist of a single floor. The structural frame
provided by Hackney Council would have stairs and a watertight roof. The
lease offered to the purchaser would contain some rules about their approach
to the design of their self-built dwelling rather like the kind of plot passport
offered at Graven Hill11 that was outlined in Chapter 1. The lease would come
with the benefit of planning permission that sets out the parameters of window
positions and external finishes.
The benefits of a co-owned model
My proposed model offers a number of clear benefits to both local authority
and leaseholder. It is forty years since the Housing Act 1980 greatly
enhanced the right-to-buy for tenants in council-owned homes. Hence the
concept of leaseholders living in housing overseen by local authority freehold
landlords is now clearly established and understood. Notwithstanding
Hackney Council’s resistance to land sales, the process of purchasing land
from local councils in England is also filled with potential difficulty. There is
legislation stretching back to 1972 requiring local councils to obtain what is
termed ‘best consideration’ in the disposal of land to non-state purchasers.
This means that in most circumstances the land must be sold to the party
willing to pay the highest sum of money. Often local authorities will choose
to sell property at auction in order to be in a position to demonstrate clearly
that they have taken reasonable steps to obtain such best consideration. For
community-led organisations to take part in land auctions, or indeed reach an
acceptable purchase price from a local authority, can be extremely fraught.
This can be particularly acute in a rising property market where the value of
assets can rise as fast as funds can be raised for their purchase.

11
Graven Hill Village Company (2017) Graven Hill Village Design Code Bicester: Graven Hill
Village Company,. Available at: http://www.cherwell.gov.uk/media/pdf/e/m/Design_Code_2017_LR.pdf.
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The retention of land by a local council avoids the purchase cost falling
upon the eventual occupier of a dwelling. In London the land values can be
as much as 50% of the value of any property. In 2017 the UK government
estimated the value of residential land, with planning permission, in Hackney12
to be at £3,585 per square metre. This means that the potential occupier of
a 100 square-metre site in Hackney would save in the region of £350,000 in
land costs alone, even before adding taxes on purchase transactions. The
simplified figures in Fig 172 - Fig 174 show that the price for providing a selfbuilder with a basic building frame with roof, services and stairs could cost
them around £50,000 even after allowing a small profit for the council. The
relative difference in land costs and building costs is immediately apparent.
An alternative financial approach would be to develop a community land trust
as described in Chapter 1. However this would require the land to be sold to
the trust by Hackney Council, which it has said it is not willing to do. And even
if such a trust might be able to argue for a sale at less than best consideration
it would still be a lengthy process. For example, the Church Grove scheme
being developed by RUSS has recently agreed the transfer of the site for its
project from Lewisham Council. They were named as preferred bidder for
the site in 2015 and so the transfer to a community land trust has taken four
years. Thus, the principle of Hackney Council retaining the land ownership for
the self-build schemes on micro-sites in Hoxton is manifestly the best option.
Concepts of affordability in self-built housing
There has been a great deal written about how to provide affordable
housing, the methods for its delivery, and how affordability can be secured in
perpetuity. This thesis therefore does not attempt to tackle this in the context
of self-building. Instead, it is worth briefly discussing whether an owneroccupier model can be justified as set out above. In the UK there are already
several examples of self-build projects where long-term rental is the preferred
model. The aforementioned Hedgehog13, a Walter Segal-inspired scheme in
Brighton, is just such an example. Although not described in detail as a case
study, in part due to its age and the lack of readily available information, it is
worth considering here at least in terms of its tenure system.

12
Great Britain. Department for Communities and Local Government, a. (2018) Land value
estimates for policy appraisal. London: VOA.
13
Self-build Central (2015) Hedgehog Coop. Available at: https://www.selfbuild-central.co.uk/firstideas/examples/hedgehog-co-op/ (Accessed: September 2020).
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Fig 176. Right-to-Build
Toolkit - Models : Group
Projects - Working
with Others. https://
righttobuildtoolkit.org.uk
(Accessed February 2020)

Fig 177. Right-to-Build
Toolkit - Models : Individual
Opportunities - Working
with Others. https://
righttobuildtoolkit.org.uk
(Accessed February 2020)
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Fig 178. Right-toBuild Toolkit - Models :
Individual Opportunities
- Council Initiated. https://
righttobuildtoolkit.org.uk
(Accessed February 2020)

Fig 179. Right-to-Build
Toolkit - Models : Group
Projects - Council Initiated.
https://righttobuildtoolkit.
org.uk (Accessed February
2020)
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The project began in 1996 under a very different housing regime. The
scheme was facilitated by the South London Family Housing Association14
(SLFHA), which at that time would have been supported by grants from
central government. In 2020 the majority of housing associations have
changed and are more focused on commercial development in order to
provide finance. Although currently there is government funding for affordable
and shared ownership housing, it is more difficult to obtain, and operates on
a scheme-by-scheme basis.

Fig 180. New housing built
by Hackney Council at
Frampton Park Estate in
2020, with funds likely to
have been obtained from the
Public Works Loan Board
or through cross-subsidy
from the sale of new homes
privately. (Photograph by
Author)

The Hedgehog project used the sweat equity supplied by the self-builders
as a means of reducing their rents over the long term. Capital finance is likely
to have been provided by the housing association. SLFHA have since been
incorporated into a series of ever larger housing associations. Now known as
Optivo, their strategic plan for 2017-20 interestingly now makes no mention of
self-building.
Government support is always likely to be required to undertake self-build
schemes which require external financing. In 2020 the system is focussed
on affordable elements in larger schemes at the expense of small bespoke
projects. Although public funds are available through the homebuilding fund,
tellingly its featured case study projects do not include any with homes for
rent. Instead, they require a minimum of five dwellings and need a private
sector developer.
The right-to-build toolkit
Chapter 2 described the UK government’s current ‘right-to-build’ policy. It
requires local authorities to maintain registers of those wanting to find plots
for self-building and expects them to use their local planning system to
deliver such plots. In addition a toolkit has been developed by NaCSBA15
which provides a series of indicative approaches. Fig 176, Fig 177, Fig 178,
and Fig 179 show the first sections of the toolkit pages from the NaCSBA
website. There is a clear expectation that projects will be delivered by groups
or individuals rather than by local authorities or housing associations.
The four models that they outline appear to categorise the type of project
to some degree by its likely location. All the individual instigated self-build
14
Optivo (2017) A Timeline of Optivo History. Available at: https://www.optivo.org.uk/about-us/
who-we-are/Our-history.aspx. (Accessed: September 2020)
15
The National Custom And Self-Build Association (2020) About Us. Available at: https://nacsba.
org.uk/about-nacsba/ (Accessed: September 2020).
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schemes, for example, appear to be on greenfield sites with relatively small
houses whereas the group projects seem to be on to be more built-up
brownfield locations.

local council like Hackney with high land values to fund projects. This is much
more problematic in northern towns where the potential profit from the sale of
private homes is less substantial.

The model that I am proposing for the Hoxton projects is probably closest to
the Group Projects - Council Initiated model set out in the toolkit. It appears
somewhat simplistic to suggest that it is simply a matter of fixing the price
and selecting a robust group of self-builders, as Fig 179 suggests. It is also
difficult to understand how the monitoring role would be funded given the
nature of local government finance in 2020. The toolkit also assumes a private
homebuilder is to be involved who is also described as a ‘partner’. How this
works is not at all clear.

Realistically the only show in town is the densification of housing estates, with
an element sold for private sale and thus profit. The model proposed here
where self-builders can buy a cheaper element of a building and complete it
themselves would appear to provide a possible small scale solution.

Nevertheless, this right-to-buy toolkit is a useful way of evaluating the selfbuild model that I am proposing. It would appear to be in step with at least
one of the approaches that NaCSBA recommend. During a number of
meetings that I held with the Mayor of Hackney16 he stated that the model that
I am suggesting here was credible because it did not require the council to
give away land. It seems reasonable to assume therefore that the proposed
model could form the basis of a pilot project to test one of the micro-sites
identified in Chapter 2. Thus the following chapter, as the culmination of the
thinking behind this thesis, will describe my actual attempts to use the model
on a real self-build project in Hoxton albeit with, to date, a limited amount of
success.
Concluding thoughts on financing for self-building
The financing of housing by the UK government has always been complex.
The contemporary move to a self-financing model for local authorities at
least reduces the risk of significant change imposed by central government
to projects before they are complete. Notwithstanding this the Coronavirus
pandemic has contributed to some substantial losses made by companies
set up by local councils to deliver housing.
The lack of centralised funding, outside small headline-grabbing projects,
has led to housing associations becoming very large and focussed on
housing for profit to fund their social rented schemes. The notion of a project
like Walters Way where the council simply funded the project for social
benefit is a long way distant. It is more straightforward for an inner London
16
London Borough of Hackney (2020) Mayor of Hackney. Available at: https://hackney.gov.uk/
mayor. (Accessed: September 2020)
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Chapter 6: Realising a Self-Built Housing Project

Fig 182. A photograph of the site
at Harman Street Estate from
Kingsland Road. The site has clearly
been vacant for many years, and
probably since the estate was built.
It is precisely the kind of left-over
space which is ripe for possible
housing. (Photograph by Author)

This chapter will return to a number of the sites identified in Chapter 2 and
consider how an actual project might be realised. The main emphasis is
on the site at Harman Street Estate where an attempt to obtain planning
permission was still subject to an appeal in the spring of 2021, the first
application having been submitted almost two years prior. The other projects
discussed are at Buckland Street where Hackney is redeveloping several
blocks of garages and Diana House which emerged from the ‘Future Hoxton’
projects discussed in Chapter 3.
Testing the earlier research assumptions by exploring sites in more detail
It was at an early stage in my research that an assumption was made where
several of the Hoxton micro-sites would need to be looked at in more detail.
This would thus allow an examination of wider issues beyond the volumetric
analysis such as town planning, building finance and detailed design. As an
architect it represented, for me, a return to some familiar territory.
I had of course anticipated designs for multiple locations based on the sitefinding exercise in Chapter 2, which I presumed would thus deal with the
challenges of any neighbouring buildings and make full use of the frame and
panel system described in Chapter 4. As with most architectural projects I
had expected the design results to be quicker, a situation familiar to many
involved in building and particularly those undertaking projects that involve
multiple factions, especially if one of those happens to be the local council. In
their book on Sociable Cities, Peter Hall and Colin Ward dedicate a chapter
to ‘Making it Happen’1. Although writing about the development of cities on
a larger scale, they also accurately portray the need for action at multiple
levels by various agencies and the mechanisms which would be needed.
They also mention the setbacks that arise from changes of government
and the potential for established norms to be changed. Mercifully therefore,
the research for this thesis took place over a long time-frame and the slow
development of my design ideas has been able to be accommodated to
some degree.
The first site that I chose was on the Harman Street Estate close to Kingsland
Road. This site was selected partly in response to a suggestion made to me
several years ago by the Mayor of Hackney that it would be suitable for a
self-build scheme. It has already featured in some of the earlier chapters as
the basis when I was discussing the initial construction system and the site
1
Hall, P. and Ward,C (1998 Second Edition 2014 ). Sociable Cities: The 21st Century Reinvention
of the Garden City. Abingdon, Oxon, Routledge.
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Fig 181. The location of the Harman
Street Estate site shown with a blue
dot. It is on Kingsland Road to the
east of the study area.
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for the test erection of a sample panel. It is also very close to the site that I
had developed for a home and office and therefore proved possible for me to
make use of that previous experience - including, for example, being familiar
with the costs of services connections, to a deep sewer under the busy street,
and the potential issues of managing construction where access is limited.

Fig 183. Land Registry Title Plan
for Harman Estate, Shoreditch. This
plan shows, in red, the boundary of
the land owned by the Mayor and
Burgesses of the London Borough
of Hackney and in other colours the
parts of the title which have changed
hands including, in blue, dwellings
bought through the right to buy
scheme.

Developing the mobile market stall that was described in Chapter 3
necessitated the production of a drawing with which visitors to the stall could
interact. This drawing was developed from proposals that I had also made for
a site at Stanway Street, near to Hoxton Street Market. This other potential site
has thus been explored to a limited extent essentially by designing a block of
deck-access housing with a single lift and stair tower, which I envisage could
be built above the existing open-air market depot.
The third site which I have explored for the purposes of this chapter is at
the rear of Diana House on Hoxton Street - this site became the focus for
my research after the ‘Future Hoxton’ event had been held a PEER gallery
just in front of the site. As noted this potential micro-site had originally been
overlooked and so I only added it to the design exercises later in the process.
Interestingly enough, during the period of the research for this thesis,
Hackney Council has begun to develop ideas for one of the sites originally
identified at Buckland Street. Whether this is by my research it is hard to say,
but irrespective of that, now the well-known practice and Stirling Prize winners
Michelis Riches are, in 2020, working on designs for housing on the site of
garages, albeit not as self-build units. As a result this site is the fourth to be
examined here.
Testing town planning support for a site at Harman Street Estate, Shoreditch
Adjacent to James Anderson Court on the Harman Estate in Hoxton East
and Shoreditch Ward there is a long-vacant site which I have used as a case
study. Identified in the context of the study area and shown in Fig 174, the
site is currently vacant. It forms the end of a terrace of three-storey buildings
erected in the nineteenth century and containing shops with dwellings above.
My design for this micro-site is intended to serve as the basis for a pilot which
could be repeated elsewhere. The potential to create some disruptive activity,
such as applying for planning permission, could create interest in selfbuilding housing, with the lessons learnt shared.

This is a copy of the title plan on 14 MAR 2018 at 17:51:53. This copy does not take account of any application made after that time even if still pending in HM Land
Registry when this copy was issued.
This copy is not an 'Official Copy' of the title plan. An official copy of the title plan is admissible in evidence in a court to the same extent as the original. A person is
entitled to be indemnified by the registrar if he or she suffers loss by reason of a mistake in an official copy. If you want to obtain an official copy, the HM Land Registry
web site explains how to do this.
HM Land Registry endeavours to maintain high quality and scale accuracy of title plan images.The quality and accuracy of any print will depend on your printer, your
computer and its print settings.This title plan shows the general position, not the exact line, of the boundaries. It may be subject to distortions in scale. Measurements
scaled from this plan may not match measurements between the same points on the ground.
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This title is dealt with by HM Land Registry, Wales Office.
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Fig 184. An early computer
generated image of a proposed
building for the Harman Street site.
The scheme attempted to mediate
between the terrace of existing
Victorian housing and the adjacent
modern block of flats (Drawing by
Author)

Although forming part of the research for this thesis, and hence conceived
within the context of a wider academic discourse, a very real opportunity
exists for additional help and possible funding to support the self-builders.
with technical skills. My design research proposal for the site could
meanwhile add architectural and building expertise. However the local
authority are the landowner and so will require persuasion if the project is to
succeed.
Testing the potential for planning approval
The planning system in England allows applications for permission to be
made on land regardless of whether the applicant is the land owner2. The site
in question belongs to the Mayor and Burgesses of the London Borough of
Hackney3 - a quaint term meaning in effect the municipality or local council. I
therefore decided to seek to obtain consent for a self-build housing scheme
on the site, notwithstanding any decision about whether the project would be
backed by the council. Generally the cost of making planning applications
reduces the likelihood of highly speculative or provocative applications such
as I was intending to make. But in the context of this research it seemed
appropriate to adopt an approach which could be compared to movements
like squatting or guerrilla gardening whereby sites are appropriated
regardless of ownership or consent. The self-build movement has a wellestablished history of appropriation, not least that described by Colin Ward
in Cotters and Squatters. His notion of the ‘one night house’ proposes that
if a house can be constructed between sunset and sunrise the owner of
the land cannot evict the occupier.4 Although this approach might not be
entirely welcomed by the local council, it still has the potential to increase the
likelihood of support by removing the obstacle of planning consent - often
used as a reason to dismiss a project before it has even begun.

2
Planning Portal (2020) Who can apply. Available at: https://www.planningportal.co.uk/
info/200232/planning_applications/59/how_to_apply/3. (Accessed: September 2020)
3
UK Parliament (2020) The Burgesses. Available at: https://www.parliament.uk/about/livingheritage/evolutionofparliament/originsofparliament/birthofparliament/overview/burgesses/ (Accessed:
September 2020).
4
Ward, C. (2002). Cotters and Squatters - Housing’s Hidden History. Nottingham, UK, Five
Leaves Publications.
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Fig 185. Planning Application
Drawing - Ground Floor Plan.
This is the first scheme submitted
for planning in June 2019 which
attempted to maximise the use of
the site for dwellings. (Drawing by
Author)

Fig 186. Planning Application
Drawing - Front elevation. This is
the front elevation of the June 2019
scheme attempting to bookend
the Victorian terrace and create a
relationship with the neighbouring
block of flats. (Drawing by Author)

Fig 187. Planning Application
Drawing - First Floor Plan. This
is the first scheme submitted
for planning in June 2019 which
attempted to maximise the use of
the site for dwellings. (Drawing by
Author)

Fig 188. Planning Application
Drawing - Second Floor Plan.
This is the first scheme submitted
for planning in June 2019 which
attempted to maximise the use of
the site for dwellings. (Drawing by
Author)

Fig 189. Planning Application
Drawing - Third Floor Plan. This
is the first scheme submitted
for planning in June 2019 which
attempted to maximise the use of
the site for dwellings. (Drawing by
Author)

Fig 190. Planning Application
Drawing - Ground Floor Plan.
This is the first scheme submitted
for planning in June 2019 which
attempted to maximise the use of
the site for dwellings. (Drawing by
Author)

As an architectural researcher, with design skills, it is clearly possible to
undertake the necessary drawings for this self-build project, thus reducing
potential delay should the project ultimately gain traction with the local
authority as land-owner. Fortunately funding was obtained for the planning
fees, amounting to around £1,500 from UCL as a key part of the research
project.
The Site and Planning Application
The site is located at the north-east corner of the Harman Street Estate,
adjacent to 199 Kingsland Road. As noted, it is a shop with housing above
to a height of three storeys. A mural on the south end of 199 Kingsland Road
has recently been removed and the wall painted white. Two medium-sized
trees also occupy the site. Currently there is a pedestrian route through the
site which should be maintained in any future plans. The adjacent building on
the southern side is James Anderson Court, which is four storeys high. To the
north the terrace building at 199 Kingsland Road is three storeys high. The
extent of the site’s ownership by the local council is indicated on the Land
Registry Plan (Fig 183).
It was this location that was used initially to develop the digital model shown
in Chapter 4. In order to explore the potential for a systematic approach to
the project, with potential self-builders constructing pre-fabricated elements
on a given frame, the designs were developed to a detailed level. It made a
lot of sense therefore to put in a planning application based on the proposed
designs to test out its feasibility in terms of the planning system at least.
The site-finding exercise which was explained in Chapter 2 had been
undertaken with regard to the feasibility of the sites being looked at. This
involved using a method which required a loose understanding of the local
planning policies, considered the rights to light of neighbours, but was
deliberately kept quite simple. For example, when determining what height a
proposed building could be, the height of the neighbouring building was not
to be exceeded by more than one storey and the front and rear elevations
were aligned to the existing building lines.

From:
Subject:
Date:
To:

Micheal Garvey
Re: Application 2019/2365
9 August 2019 at 10:48
William Hodgson

Dear Mr Hodgson
Thanks for your response and i I have a ﬂank elevation of the building.
You cannot show windows on an elevation and not on a ﬂoorplan. Please
can you address this.
If you want bedrooms to have privacy then have windows that people
cannot see in.
Pre-apps are always useful as it would provide whether the application
is acceptable in land use terms and sorts out design issues,
accommodation etc.
A more modern contemporary building could have been proposed. Instead
of brick building. But that is my opinion and i have had no design
comments.
You have not shown on a drawing a 45 degree to the nearest windows on
the adjoining 4 storey building.
Regards

Micheal Garvey
Senior Planning Ofﬁcer
Planning Service
From: Micheal Garvey
Subject: Vacant site between James Anderson Court and 199 Kingsland Road
London Borough of Hackney
Date: 9 September 2019 at 15:33
To:
Dear
Email:William
micheal.garvey@hackney.gov.uk
Tel: 0208 356 8053
It is unfortunate that there has been no pre-application submission in order to establish key principles. This type of application
should
have had pre-app to discuss the issues raised below.
www.hackney.gov.uk
There are a number of issues with the application.
Please note that any views or opinions expressed in this e-mail are
building
directly
adjoins
a three
Victorian
terrace, but takes many of its design cues (height, ﬂoor levels
those of the The
sender,
and while
given
in good
faith,storey
do not
necessarily
etc) from
the neighbouring
This unless
is not supported
and whilst a bookend style building could potentially
represent a formal
decision
of the Localhousing
Planningblock.
Authority
a
be supported,
thebeen
ﬂoor made
levels and
should
line through
with the terrace and the third ﬂoor could be setback to reduce its
statutory application
is or has
determined
in accordance
impact. planning policies and having had regard to
with requisitevisual
procedures,
The front building line should match the terrace with no porches.
material considerations.
The solid expanse of brickwork on the ground ﬂoor east elevation is not acceptable and needs to be more active.
The use of the ground ﬂoor as residential is therefore unlikely to be appropriate.
The proposed building appears to comprise two semi-mature trees and a detailed tree report should
have been submitted as the tree information is not detailed enough.
The adjoining terrace is supported by large structural supports and it is not clear how these are being removed and
On Fri, 9 Augwhat
2019
atstructural
09:07, William
Hodgson
the
implications
are with the proposed frame system.
<william.hodgson@hodgsongabbstudio.co.uk> wrote:
Dear
Michael,
The
principle
of development being acceptable is not established and there are concerns with the massing, building line and ﬂoor
levels of the proposed building.
Thanks for your recent email concerning the above application. I have attached an axonometric showing the rear part of the
proposal
which
I hope
clarify
the window
The area of
to the south
of the
site forms a footpath between
Please
let me
know
if youwill
want
to withdraw
the arrangements.
application by tomorrow
as trees
the application
is not
supported.
Kingsland Road and the Harman Street Estate. The window arrangements are intended to afford a degree of privacy to the
Regards
Micheal
occupants of the proposed ﬂats. Unfortunately our budget on this research project did not permit us to undertake a preapplication process.
Senior Planning Ofﬁcer
Kind regards,
Planning Service

Fig 192. Email correspondence from
the planning case officer during
the validation stage of the planning
application. Normally the validation
of a planning application could
be expected to require additional
drawings or reports not initially
supplied. In this case there are
references to the building design
which is unusual.

The local plan policies introduced the additional complication that the site
was in the Kingsland Conservation Area and thus the streetscape also
needed to be designed carefully. Furthermore the site was also home to two
trees which would be afforded protection by being in the conservation area.
On the other hand, Hackney Council’s local development plan has no specific
designation for this site, and hence it seemed open to a proposal such as the
one I was about to submit.
Assembling the required drawings and preparing the application introduced
a series of requirements which to date I had not really explored in my
research. Firstly a planning application for three dwellings, which was the
opportunity that resulted from the volume proposed in the digital site-finding
model, would require a fee of around £1,500. This high sum is clearly linked
to an expectation of increasing development value for the site. As I was the
speculative applicant but not the site owner, there was clearly not going
to be any return for the planning fee. In addition it is normal practice in the
planning process in England to be asked for further reports such as daylight
and sunlight assessments, traffic reports or tree reports. These would clearly
have to be produced, if required, by me as the researcher to avoid additional
costs.
The funding ultimately secured to cover the planning fee was kindly provided
by the Bartlett School of Architecture’s Project Fund, which allowed the
process of making the application to begin. Hackney Council, like most
local planning authorities, have issued a list of requirements for planning
applications which stipulates both existing and proposed drawings,
contextual drawings and location plans.
Although the self-build housing had been carefully designed at this point, no
attempt had been made to place it into any real context such as by studying
carefully the plans and elevations of neighbouring buildings. Normally
measured surveys would be undertaken, using a theodolite, by a suitably
qualified person. The alternative that I used here, and not at all unusual on
small architecture projects, is for the designer to create elevations based
simply on photographs or by counting bricks or by carrying out limited
measurements where they can be reached.
Fig 191. Drawing prepared for tree
report showing root protection areas.
The issue of the trees had not really
been considered when the planning
application was made. During
validation a tree report was required
which led to the production of this
drawing. (Drawing by Author)

William
Hodgson
London
Borough
of Hackney

Email: micheal.garvey@hackney.gov.uk
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Tel: 0208 356 8053

Please note that any views or opinions expressed in this e-mail are those of the sender, and while given in good faith, do not
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Fig 193. First Planning Decision
Notice from September 2019.
The notice contains the reasons
for refusal including issues with
the accommodation, trees and
the appearance of the building.
The associated report made no
reference to the potential benefits of
the self-built housing.

PLANNING DECISION NOTICE
Town and Country Planning Act 1990 as amended
Town and Country Planning (Development Management Procedure) (England)
Order 2015
Agent:

Applicant:

Part 1 - Particulars of the
Application

Proposal:

Location:

Mr William Hodgson
North Shoreditch Studios
215a Kingsland Road
London
E2 8AN

Application No:

2019/2365

Date of
Application:
Date Validated:
Application
Type:

26/06/2019
17/07/2019
Full Planning Permission

Erection of part single, part two, part four storey building to provide 3 selfcontained dwellings (use class C3) comprising 1 x 1, 1 x 2 , 1 x 3 bed
units.
Land between James Anderson Court and 199 Kingsland Road London
E2 8AN

Plan Numbers:
1067/ad(0) 001 PL2, 002 PL2, 003 PL2, 004 PL2, 005 PL3, 006 PL2, 007 PL2, 008
PL1, 009 PL2, 010 PL2, 011 PL2, 012 PL2, 013 PL2, 014 PL2, 015, 016, 017 PL1,
Design and Access Statement, Tree Survey Report

policies 24 (Design) and 25 (Historic Environment) of the Hackney Local
Development Framework Core Strategy, and policies DM1 (High Quality Design)
and DM28 (Managing Heritage Assets) of the Hackney Development
Management Local Plan
2. The proposed development, by reason of poor outlook and lack of privacy to
the proposed ground floor residential accommodation, would result in the
provision of an unacceptable standard of residential accommodation. As such
the proposed development is contrary to policy 3.5 (Quality and design of
housing developments) of the London Plan, policy 24 (Design) of the Hackney
Local Development Framework Core Strategy, policy DM1 (High Quality Design)
of the Hackney Development Management Local Plan and the guidance
contained within the Mayor of London's Housing SPG.
3. The proposed development by reason of its close proximity and impact to two
cherry trees would result in harm to these important and prominently sited trees
to the detriment of its health of the trees and the visual amenity of the area,
contrary to policy 7.21 (trees and woodlands) of the London Plan, and policy
DM35 (Landscaping and Tree Management) of the Hackney Development
Management Local Plan
Informative/s:
1 - Hackney Planning Service adopts a positive and proactive approach when
engaging with applicants / agents in line with the National Planning Policy
Framework. As part of our planning process, we endeavour to contact applicants /
agents regarding any minor issues that may be able to be resolved during the course
of the application, providing an opportunity to submit amendments before a final
decision is made. We also encourage the pre-application service to avoid delays as
a result of amendments and unforeseen issues during the planning process.

Date of Decision: 11/09/2019
Part 2 – Particulars of Decision: REFUSED
Notice is hereby given that the London Borough of Hackney as local planning
authority in pursuance of its powers under the above mentioned Act and Rules,
Orders and Regulations made thereunder refuses to permit the development
referred to in Part 1, in accordance with the plan(s) submitted.
Reasons for Decision:
1. The proposed development, by reason of its excessive bulk, scale, massing,
detailed design, position and location would result in an obtrusive and
incompatible form of development which would fail to respect the character and
appearance of streetscene of which it forms part and would fail to preserve or
enhance the character and appearance of the Kingsland Conservation Area. As
such the proposed development is contrary to policies 7.4 (Local character), 7.6
(Architecture) and 7.8 (Heritage assets and archaeology) of the London Plan,
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Yours sincerely

Ian Rae
Head of Planning
Planning Service
Neighbourhoods and Housing

In this way, the contextual drawings were adequately developed to represent
the existing conditions on the site. I executed a somewhat ad-hoc approach
given that there was no expectation that the building would be built in the
form designed. It seemed an acceptable solution given that it was only a
speculative application and that there was clearly limited time I could devote
to this matter.
The volumetric analysis for the Hoxton site-finding exercise that was carried
out in 2015 and described in Chapter 2 had suggested the potential of a
possible five-storey block for this site at Harman Street. This was because
that analysis assumed five two-bedroom, four-person flats; one on each floor.
However, the detailed design needed to address some concerns which were
not explored in the earlier study such as how to provide access to the upper
floors, the need for coherent room sizes and arrangements, plus the need for
outside amenity space. The drawings shown in Fig 187 - Fig 190 are those
submitted for the planning application in July 2019, with the design already
having reduced the initially suggested five dwellings to three, one of which
had only one bedroom. This was primarily to deal with the potential of it
blocking daylight from the adjacent terrace.
Responses from Hackney Planning to the application
There were a number of responses from Hackney Council to my planning
application from the assigned case officer, Michael Garvey. Initially these
related to the lack of any pre-application consultation process associated
with the application. Although not mandatory, it is common practice at the
time of writing for someone to seek advice about a proposed application
prior to submitting. This service costs £360 and follows the pattern of a
normal planning application, requiring similar drawings and reports. It is
difficult to obtain a coherent pre-application response without a coherent set
of information covering the relevant areas for which opinions are required.
Given that the application process was intended, to a degree, to replicate
the experience of a potential self-builder needing an affordable home I had
instead worked on the basis that such a process would be desirable but
probably not affordable. Fig 192 shows the correspondence with the case
officer. In each case he reiterates that had pre-application advice been
sought, a different situation might have resulted. Although not material to
the determination of the application, it does appear to have been somewhat
significant in the decision made by Hackney Council.
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Fig 195. Sketch showing
amendments to front elevation. to
respond to the refused planning
application. The comments had
indicated that the building should
use a set-back top story to respond
to the terrace and better align the
windows. The expectation was that
the building would respond to the
terrace rather than the neighbouring
housing estate. (Drawing by Author)

Fig 194. Progressive iterations of
design proposals for Harman Street
Site left: the massing study from the
site finding exercise, middle: the first
floor plan from the initial planning
application and right: the amended
planning application. (Drawing by
Author)
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Fig 196. The ground floor plan of
the second iteration of the planning
drawings for the site at Harman
Street Estate. The south elevation
has been moved away from the
trees and the plan simplified to
attempt to satisfy the planning
officer. (Drawing by Author)

The existence of the two trees, afforded protection as mentioned by the
surrounding Kingsland Conservation Area and adjacent to the proposal,
was also considered significant by the case officer. During the process of
validating the application the need for a tree report was highlighted. Despite
producing a report which followed British Standard 5837:2012 the fact that
it was not produced by a recognised arboriculturalist appears to have gone
down badly. This again demonstrates the kinds of additional costs which
would need to be faced by prospective small-scale self-builders.
The application was ultimately refused for very conventional planning reasons
that were outlined in the decision notice (Fig 193). Of primary importance
is the relationship between the proposed building and its immediate
neighbours, the row of terraced shops with housing above and a Modernist
block of flats forming part of the Harman Street estate. My design for the
proposed scheme had been led in large part by the need to maximise the
volume of dwellings on the site with a view to its financial viability. Less
attention had been paid to planning issues such as whether the front wall
aligned to the neighbouring terrace which is what the case officer wanted
to see. A decision had in fact been made by myself to set it back to avoid
the cost of dealing with some existing equipment cabinets at the back of the
footway.
Changes made to the proposals and their impact
The planning system in England allows for a second application to be made
for no additional fee. This is often used to address concerns raised in the first
instance. Thus a second proposal was developed in order to address the
comments from the case officer.
In order to maximise floor area, the first building proposal had attempted to
achieve a design which related in equal measure to the nineteenth-century
terrace and the adjacent Modernist housing block. The planners clearly felt
that the older terrace needed to be afforded more respect, and so in the
revised proposal the front facade was moved to align to the terrace and not to
exceed its height. Windows were also adjusted to better relate to the rhythm
of those nearby.
In addition, the need to carefully consider the relationship to the two trees
was high on the agenda for both the case officer and the tree officer. BS
58375 defines the root protection ares for trees as six times the diameter of
the stem of the tree at breast height. This puts the root protection area of the
5
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BS 5837:2012 Guide for Trees in Relation to Construction. London: BSI.
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Fig 197. Sketch showing
amendments to front elevation. to
respond to the refused planning
application. The comments had
indicated that the building should
use a set-back top storey to respond
to the terrace and better align the
windows. The expectation was that
the building would respond to the
terrace rather than the neighbouring
housing estate. (Drawing by Author)

tree closest to Kingsland Road firmly under my proposed self-build scheme,
thus requiring some careful consideration in the revised proposal. Fig 191
shows the two trees and their root protection areas.
As the building’s designer I had some experience of dealing with both trees
in conservation areas and the obvious need to protect roots. In the scheme
for my nearby house and office, a large London plane tree at the centre of
the site had posed similar problems. Roots were carefully located using an
air-spade and the foundations designed to avoid them. Thus the revised
application for the Harman Street site contained two strategies: firstly to
move the building further away from the trees themselves, and then to offer
to undertake careful foundation design using piles that would avoid the tree
roots.
Fig 194 shows sketch proposals that I produced to suggest how to reduce
the scale of the proposed building and relate the facade to its neighbours.
The case officer had also identified an expectation that the ground floor
use be changed to provide a more active frontage, and he also felt that
the proposed flat offered unacceptable accommodation. Thus the revised
proposal simplified the accommodation provided in the flat and added in a
small retail unit at ground floor level.
Ultimately these changes have served to reduce the amount of housing which
can be provided on the site. Although the facade change did add additional
area to the front of the building the internal rooms are now somewhat longer
and thinner resulting in less satisfactory accommodation and more design
challenges. Fig 195 shows three progressive iterations of the first-floor
plan showing the cut in living area from the initial volumetric study to the
second planning application. The effect of these alterations at the detailed
building design stage, and after the first planning refusal, is to reduce the
accommodation from the somewhat crudely established 596m2 in the earliest
volumetric study down to 165m2 after more detailed design investigations
that were the basis for the first planning application. Equally alarmingly, the
amended planning proposals have now reduced this to 125.6m2 plus 25.4m2
of retail floor space. These figures clearly indicate a very drastic change but
this is tempered by the fact that the first figure quoted is a gross amount and
hence the amended scheme when measured gross is almost 300m2. It also
needs to be taken into consideration that the effect of the initial volumetric
proposal would have been unacceptable when considering the rights to
light of the neighbours to the north on Kingsland Road. All in all, the most
significant change as the design progressed was to cut the number of
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Fig 198. The market stall store at
Stanway Street . Currently used
for the Saturday market there is
the potential to build above the site
whilst keeping the function and
maintaining light to the flats behind.
(Photograph by Author)

259

Fig 199. Letter received from the
Planning Inspectorate declaring
appeal application as valid. Once
valid the process of determination
and whether to allow or dismiss the
appeal should then begin.

Temple Quay House
2 The Square
Bristol
BS1 6PN

Direct Line:
Customer Services:
0303 444 5000

Email:
ctteam@planninginspectorate.gov.
uk
www.gov.uk/planning-inspectorate

Mr William Hodgson
215 Kingsland Road
London
E2 8AN

Your Ref:
Our Ref: APP/U5360/W/20/3262495

25 November 2020
Dear Mr Hodgson,
Town and Country Planning Act 1990
Appeal by Mr William Hodgson
Site Address: Land between James Anderson Court and 199 Kingsland Road,
London, E2 8AN
We have received the above referenced appeal.
We have checked the documents submitted and confirm that the appeal is valid. If we later find out
that this is not the case we will write to you again.

We are now waiting for a suitable Planning Inspector to become available. Once we are
able to appoint an Inspector you will be allocated a named case officer who will write to
you starting the appeal and setting out details of the timetable and procedure (the ‘start
letter’). They will also confirm when the Inspector’s site visit/hearing will take place.
Information about the latest average timescales for appeals, including the average time
from when an appeal is confirmed as valid to the start of the appeal timetable, can be found
at: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/appeals-average-timescales-for-arranging-inquiriesand-hearings
Appeals Casework Portal
Details of your appeal will be available to view on the Appeals Casework Portal as soon as
a ‘start’ letter has been issued.
Important information
Please note that we are not able to respond to queries relating to the time taken to issue a
‘start’ letter.
The Planning Inspectorate deals with approximately 20,000 appeals a year in locations
all over England. In order to process these as efficiently as possible our staff work hard
to ensure that they identify Inspectors in the appropriate location with the appropriate
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overall floors down from five to four overall, and to two at the rear. Although
this has allowed some additional external amenity spaces, primarily it has
substantially reduced the available living accommodation.
During the validation process for my second planning application a further
complication arose. The addition of the retail unit to the ground floor was
considered by the case officer to have altered the character of the original
application. This allowed Hackney Council to remove the usual policy of
allowing me to make a repeat application at no additional cost. Thus there
was now a sudden requirement for an new fee of around £1,800 to be paid.
The availability of the usual legal concession depended on whether the
‘character or description6’ of the application had been changed or not. I was
therefore facing a real dilemma. A return to a completely residential ground
floor in the proposal might well result in a refusal for the second application,
whilst the additional fee is simply not affordable for a project of this kind.
Indeed it is very difficult to determine what constitutes a change of character
in planning law. I was well aware of my change to the description to include a
shop but felt that the character of the design proposal, in town planning terms
remained unchanged. It seemed grossly unfair to require a completely new
application fee for a change which has little evident external impact. Much
correspondence ensued to attempt to avoid the additional fee but the local
authority’s case officer appears to have the final say. Ultimately it seemed
simpler for me just to return the ground floor to a completely residential use
and attempt to address the other substantial points which had caused the
initial application to be rejected.
The process of validating a planning application in England is often very
time-consuming, and it is rare not to be asked for more information. However
in this case the process lasted for several months. It was not helped by the
fact that the validation stage coincided with the beginning of the Coronavirus
pandemic in the UK and the case officer had begun to work from home.
Repeated ambiguous requests were made for me to supply information
primarily about the refuse storage arrangements. Ultimately the application
was declared valid in June 2020, but this was more than three months after
first submitting the application for the new iteration.
It was somewhat predictable to receive a second refusal to the application in
September of the same year. Despite my best efforts to address the issues
raised in the first application a rather similar set of reasons for refusal were

Fig 200. Sketch of the proposal for a
garden and small block of flats at the
rear of Diana House, Hoxton Street.
(Drawing by Author)

6
HM Government (2018) A Guide to the Fees for Planning Applications in England, London:
Planning Portal (V2018.7). Available at: https://ecab.planningportal.co.uk/uploads/english_application_
fees.pdf. (Accessed September 2020)
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highlighted in the decision letter. Once again the reasons focussed on the
proximity to the roots of the nearby trees, the visual appearance, position
and location and the amenity afforded to the residences. In every case the
causes of the case officer’s concerns had been developed in the revised
planning application. At issue was the fact that I felt all the matters could
have been addressed by planning conditions which could have been applied
to the application. Government guidance proposes that ‘Depending on the
case, it may be possible for the local planning authority to impose a condition
making a minor modification to the development permitted. It would not be
appropriate to modify the development in a way that makes it substantially
different from that set out in the application’7. The obvious next step was to
launch an appeal against the latest planning decision.

Fig 202. Design proposal for the
market stall compound at Stanway
Street. The existing use would be
maintained by adding a higher than
average first floor slab. Above this
a concrete frame was envisaged
which could be colonised by selfbuilders. The primary purpose of
the building design and drawing
was to produce an image to use
in the public engagement exercise
discussed in Chapter 3. (Drawing by
Author)

t
Hoxton S

Planning appeals in England are managed by the Planning Inspectorate.
This body is supposed to be independent from local authority-based
planning decision-making. I have chosen to make a ‘written representations’
appeal. In this case each party, both myself and Hackney Council, make
their representation and the planning inspector determines whether to allow
or dismiss the appeal. In making my case I emphasised the potential for
the outstanding issues to be managed using planning conditions and my
willingness to accept such conditions. I felt particularly annoyed by the third
reason for the second application’s refusal, which considered the room sizes
to be too small. Hackney Council’s planning policy allows smaller rooms
where housing is affordable, but this does not apply to smaller housing
developments so was not considered in this case. I received notification
that the application for the appeal was valid in late November 2020. It is
therefore unlikely that a decision will be reached during the period of this
thesis research. The decision to undertake a planning appeal is one that is
usually supported by a planning consultant. Clearly in this case funds were
not available to pay such a person. By undertaking the process myself I once
again created an unusual situation and one that might not have been so easy
for a small self-build project to undertake. I felt however it was an important
further step in this thesis research, particularly as there was no financial cost.

7
HM Government (2019) Guidance - Use of planning conditions. London: Government Digital
Service. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/use-of-planning-conditions#Government-policy-on-useof-conditions (Accessed: November 2020).
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Fig 201. Volumetric study of the
site behind Diana House. This
exercise was carried out after the
initial exercise using the same
method and taking account of the
neighbouring topography.
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Give Arden a Garden and More.....
Let’s Give Arden a Garden – we want to create a new community garden, a self-build housing project, workspace and a public art commission in an dull,
underused car park around the corner from lively Hoxton Street. We know that local people want more green spaces and alternative, affordable ways of
living in the capital. This campaign stemmed from PEER’s acclaimed ‘Future Hoxton’ exhibition – an interactive mapping project held at PEER Gallery and
supported by the Bartlett School of Architecture UCL – where local people contributed to a growing, large-scale model of Hoxton and suggested what
facilities were needed in their local area. We want to build on this research and now we’re launching campaign to take the project to the next stage. With
support, we will commission a full feasibility study (which includes design, planning permission, public engagement and fundraising) and install a pop-up
garden where we will run workshops and continue the momentum of the project.

Fig 203. Document prepared for the
meeting with the Mayor of Hackney
showing a possible proposal for
the Diana House site. Both the
representatives of PEER and the
housing association appeared
happy to arrive at the meeting
empty handed. I had produced this
image which became central to the
discussion.

Fig 205. Ground floor of the proposal
for the rear of Diana House sent to
Hackney Council in December 2019
showing the potential studio spaces
and including the areas (Drawing by
Author)

What we’ll deliver:
A full feasibility study for a self-build housing project with around 225sqm of housing, 160sqm of workspace, a new community garden and public art
commission.
A strategic plan (including planning application, fundraising strategy and public engagement).
A pop-up garden, in which to host an artist and horticulturalist in residence and community workshops.
An artist/gardener in residence to inhabit/activate the pop-up garden.
Events and workshops, including up-skilling opportunities, to maintain momentum among supporters.
Why it’s a great idea:
Transforming this underused car park into a community garden and affordable housing project comes with many benefits. Together we can create a new
green space, affordable housing, new pedestrian routes, up-skilling opportunities and a source of civic pride; all boosting health, culture and community
in the area. For the past two years, the car park has been used as a site office and depot for Hackney Council’s improvements scheme to their social
housing stock. This caused noise and pollution and regularly attracted skip-raiders. Now that the contractors have left, we want to really make the best of
it! The GiveArdenAGarden campaign will create a vibrant open public space, accessible to everyone, and completely free. It will create environmental
and education benefits and opportunities with a new public space that encourages arts, socialising and events. We have support from local residents,
businesses, community groups and politicians (including Philip Glanville Mayor of Hackney).
Steps to get it done:
Commission a full feasibility study for a new community garden, public art commission, self-build housing project and workspaces.
Make a planning application based on the feasibility study scheme.
Create a dynamic, accessible pop-up garden where residents, businesses and supporters can engage with the project.
Run events and workshops to develop the idea and provide new opportunities for supporters.
Engage an artist/gardener in residence to inhabit/activate the pop-up garden.

Fig 204. An extract from the
Spacehive web page showing the
proposed budget for feasibility study.
I had worked out the figures using
some very scant estimates .
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Fig 206. Section through the building
proposed for the site at the rear of
Diana House. Studio spaces are
provided on the ground floor with
the potential to provide income for
PEER with housing above. (Drawing
by Author)
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Fig 207. Preview of the Let’s Make
Arden A Garden element of the
Spacehive crowd-funding website as
it was developed by PEER with input
from me. The image is from the
‘Future Hoxton’ exhibition.
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Initial ideas for the Stanway Street market store

Notes of a meeting held to discuss a potential project at the rear of Diana House, Hoxton. on
Wednesday 19th May 2019 at 12.00pm.

The second site, at Stanway Street, is close to Hoxton Street Market and is
used as a store for the stalls and other paraphernalia. Fig 198 shows the site
and the adjacent housing. The initial presumption was that a multi-storey selfbuild housing block could be added on while retaining the market compound
on the ground floor. Access using stairs and a lift would be provided at
the eastern end of the site which is on the left-hand side of the photograph
(Fig 198). The height would thus be close to that of the neighbouring flats.
My design for this building, shown in Fig 202, attempts to convey what is
possible on the site whilst primarily being used as an interactive tool in the
public engagement exercise in Hoxton Street that was explored in Chapter 3.

Present: Ingrid Swenson (PEER), Isabelle Nowak (PEER), Jon Medlam (PEER),William
Hodgson (Hodgson Gabb Studio), Phil Glanville (Mayor of Hackney), Guy Nicholson (Cabinet
Member, Hackney), David Panton (ACME Studios), Jack Fortescue (ACME), Andrew Scott
(Hackney).
The discussion began with Ingrid Swenson and William Hodgson describing the wish that a
better use be found for the car park at the rear of Diana House. Diana House contains both
residential accommodation and shop units one of which is occupied by PEER an arts
organisation. The project would consist of workspace for artists, residential accommodation
and a community garden potentially involving ACME in their role as workspace provider and
housing association.

Despite the intended strategy the design was fairly coherent in anticipating
open decks upon which homes could be built by the occupants. These
decks would be supported by columns all provided by the local authority as
landowner. The roof of the market compound would provide a useful working
area for the construction process and could later become a communal
garden or other outside space. The access core to the east could also
provide access both during the construction and occupation stages of the
project.

Phil Glanville explained that there was no representative from either Hackney Council’s
property or housing teams but that from 1st June 2019 Hanna Dalgleish would be returning
to her role. That role would include devising processes for housing site delivery both by the
council and external providers.
A discussion took place about the need to achieve a capital receipt for the land value. A
further discussion took place about delivering projects using a lease based on shared
objectives as had been used a Haggerston Pool which had been empty since 1998.
At the time of the meeting there were no plans for the site proposed by the regeneration or
housing policy teams. A question was raised by Andrew Scoot as to what Hackney Council’s
approach to these kind of projects was. The response from the Mayor and council member
present suggested that there was no requirement to retain the car park but that consensus
would need to be built in the community to allow anything to go ahead.
A discussion took place about the willingness for the council to take risks and how these
could be mitigated in a project like this.

When examining this more detailed design, I decided that the site could
provide around eight two-person self-built flats, which would be a decent
amount even if the initial estimate from the site-finding volumetric study
suggested that there might be space for eleven dwellings. No thorough
designs were carried out in the end for this second site, and hence these
figures could be somewhat misleading. However a pattern was emerging
that suggested that the results of the site-finding exercise were somewhat
generous, and the actual figures might be around one third less than my
initial estimates for the amount of self-build housing that could be created on
micro-sites in Hoxton.

Those presenting the project, William Hodgson, PEER and ACME Studios, suggested that a
two stage feasibility study could be undertaken. The ensuing discussion raised the need for
a form of scoping document which might help to determine the value of any development.
Guy Nicholson raised the need to relate the project to the appropriate parts of the council’s
Community Strategy highlighting any social policy outcomes which would be met. It was
also important to understand to what extent the project departed from the council’s crude
asset management policy.

Developing proposals for Diana House
The project that was displayed in the gallery at PEER, known as ‘Future
Hoxton’, was discussed in detail in Chapter 3. The gallery and its offices
occupy the ground floor of a block known as Diana House. To the rear, as
mentioned, is an open space currently used as car parking. At the time
of the ‘Future Hoxton’ project it had been commandeered for contractors’
accommodation for refurbishment works to nearby housing estates. PEER’s
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Fig 209. Notes of a meeting held at
Hackney Town Hall in May 2019 to
discuss the potential project at the
rear of Diana House.

Fig 208. Email correspondence from
Ingrid Swenson effectively killing
the project in July 2019 despite the
progress made. To date there is no
evidence that it is likely to proceed.

The consensus in the room was positive towards the project with the consortium
considered unique. The Mayor offered to send an email to key people in the council and
arrange a further meeting.
The suggested further requirements were for financial suggestions based on floor areas and
social Impacts and outcomes related to council policy areas, local development plan and
cultural strategy.
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director, Ingrid Swenson, recognising that the site could be better used
than for a car park, proposed that it should be turned into a garden. PEER
have a good history of working with the Hoxton community and indeed have
instigated some interesting projects including those which produced painted
shop signs promoting local enterprises, titled Shop Local, with artist(s) Bob
and Roberta Smith and large rocks in the landscape in parks, known as
Boulder, by Chris Dorley Brown and John Frankland.
As was also mentioned in Chapter 3 the elected Mayor of Hackney, Phil
Glanville, attended the opening of ‘Future Hoxton’ and was encouraged to
support the park proposal, which was first known as ‘Give Arden a Garden’ so named because of the adjacent Arden Estate.
Ingrid Swenson was keen for some drawings to be undertaken to support
the bid to crowd-fund for the garden. I was encouraged to help and so
suggested that the site, being part of the Arden Estate, and with the land
belonging to Hackney’s housing revenue account, ought to have a selfbuild housing element. Fig 200 shows an early sketch prepared by me to
explain the location of the garden and the potential housing. Subsequently
a simple volumetric exercise (Fig 201) was carried out using the model that
I developed and discussed in Chapter 1. This study revealed that there was
the potential for both housing and a garden. Several meetings took place
at PEER which led to a proposed crowd-funding campaign. Spacehive, an
internet-based crowd-funding platform, would allow funds from the Mayor of
London to be added to that from the general public. PEER had successfully
achieved around £150,000 of funding using this method, with Fig 207
showing our model from ‘Future Hoxton’ being used as an image to support
the crowd-funding drive.
The breakdown of costs in Fig 204 divides the anticipated funds into several
categories. Those involved in the project at this point included myself and
the team at PEER whose primary aim was to run the gallery and its education
programme. Our lack of capacity to deliver the project was considered to
be significant and thus expectations for someone to take on a co-ordination
role were included. The intention was hence to initially fund a feasibility study
which could then lead to a larger project. Whilst this was undertaken, an artist
in residence at PEER was to create a pop-up garden and develop public
engagement strategies.
The Mayor of London, through Spacehive, had funded similar projects like the
‘Camden Highline’, a linear park on disused railway lines, or the community
hub building at RUSS in Lewisham. It seemed to us that this project might
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Hodgson Gabb Studio
Architecture

Cllr Sharon Patrick
Chair Living in Hackney Scrutiny Commission
London Borough of Hackney
Town Hall
Mare Street
LONDON
E8 1EA

have the potential to engage the local authority in a site that in many ways
was similar to those identified in Chapter 1 for possible self-build schemes
in Hoxton. I had proposed developing the building design based on the selfbuild system proposed during my research. The site, due to its proximity to
PEER, might appeal to artists and crafts people who could well have the skills
to undertake the necessary self-build work. Despite the near readiness of the
materials for the crowd-funding initiative, the trustees of PEER were nervous
about the speed of activity and proximity of the deadline.
Introducing other uses to facilitate delivery of the project

28th April 2017
Ref: Research/Correspondence/LivinginHackneySC01
Dear Sharon,

Research into Micro-sites for Housing in Hoxton
As you probably know I have for some time been undertaking search into the
potential for very small sites in Hoxton to provide much needed housing. This is
part of my PhD at University College London. The specific research question I
have been asking is:
Can sites be identified, which are not currently considered suitable or whose
ownership is not clear, where self-building offers a solution to their development?
What kind of engagement process is required to ensure such projects are
acceptable to local communities?
The site identification process has resulted in 26 sites being recorded in a 96
hectare study area all with the potential for small building projects. Using the
London Housing Design Guide produced by the Mayor of London this can
accommodate 73 dwellings based on two occupants with a singe bedroom in total
8000 square metres of floor area.
I would very much like to come and present my findings to the Living in Hackney
Scrutiny Commission. This could take the form of a short presentation after which
I would be happy to answer questions. Your opinions would be very valuable to
my research and would I am sure prove interesting and enlightening to the other
members.
Best wishes,

The relationship with PEER was important in facilitating the feasibility study.
But of greater significance was Hackney Council’s ownership of the site
and the potential involvement of the Arden Estate Tenants’ Management
Organisation. I had consistently felt that the first priority was to acquire the
necessary funds. PEER’s board of trustees were less convinced however and
continued to be concerned that the self-build scheme might be a distraction
from the main objectives of the organisation.
To help mitigate these concerns it was suggested that the ground floor of the
proposed building could become workspaces for artists. The crowd-funding
plans had already been postponed until the next funding round due to the
trustees’ fears. I agreed with PEER to consider how we could mitigate the
issues that had been raised and be best prepared for the next stage.
To this end ACME8, providers of affordable workspaces in East London, were
invited to become involved with the project. They were suitably experienced
and had the added benefit of being a housing association. PEER’s trustees
now felt that much of the delivery for the project could be undertaken by
ACME, thus removing the need for their role as coordinators.
Ingrid Swenson had continued to press the Mayor of Hackney to support
the project. I had also on earlier occasions encouraged him to consider
supporting the self-build housing initiatives that I was proposing in my design
research for this thesis. The combination of these forces led to a meeting with
the Mayor and various council officers in May 2019.

William Hodgson
Hodgson Gabb Studio
Hodgson Gabb Studio
215 Kingsland Road Shoreditch LONDON E2 8AN
telephone 020 7729 0019 fax 020 7739 4841
William Hodgson MA Dip Arch RIBA
www.hodgsongabbstudio.co.uk mail@hodgsongabbstudio.co.uk

Fig 209 contains the notes from the meeting at which those present included
Isabelle Nowak, Chair of the Trustees of PEER, and two representatives from
ACME as well as myself, some Hackney Council representatives and the

Members of the Royal Institute of British Architects

8
Fig 210. Letter sent to Cllr. Patrick,
Chair of the Living in Hackney
Scrutiny Commission. Council
members are used to receiving and
responding to letters thus I used this
method to increase the chance of
a reply.

https://acme.org.uk/about/ (Accessed June 2021)
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Mayor. At the conclusion of the meeting, David Panton, Chair of Trustees
at ACME, commented that he felt the meeting was ending on a positive
note. A further meeting was therefore agreed between council officers and
those involved from the project to move things forward. Fig 203 shows the
document that I had presented to the meeting. In addition I had undertaken
to produce some floor areas and a set of outline drawings as part of the
research project.
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However the subsequent meeting was ultimately cancelled as discussions
were continuing between PEER and ACME. It then became evident in July
2019 that PEER were not really interested in undertaking a project beyond
the provision of a garden and workspaces for artists. Fig 208 shows the
correspondence I was sent, effectively killing any interest they might have
had in providing an opportunity for self-build housing.“For this reason, my
conversation with ACME focused on how both our organisations can make
the heart of the carpark project something that aligns naturally with the work
that we do. For ACME this is to create, provide and manage affordable
live/work space for artists, and for PEER to bring artworks and artists into
communities to make the experience of high quality art part of everyday life.”
Given that the land belonged to Hackney Council’s housing department
this seemed to me to be a very short-sighted view. Assets belonging to a
local council’s housing revenue accounts are generally more complex to
dispose of and would probably need to obtain best consideration, in this
instance meaning that it had to be disposed of at the full market value. I had
always considered that Hackney Council would have to be partners in any
redevelopment of the land at Diana House. It was thus my view that at this
point PEER and ACME had together killed the project!

tŝůůŝĂŵ,ŽĚŐƐŽŶ͘

Notwithstanding this situation I proceeded to prepare the drawings agreed
at the meeting with the Mayor of Hackney. These were sent to Andrew Scott,
the council officer who had been present at the meeting in December 2019.
His reply indicated that there had been no further activity from either PEER
or ACME since the previous summer. He also subsequently indicated that a
new project which would involve self-building, at a site still to be determined,
was being prepared by Josephine Field, the Project Manager for Housing
Strategy and Policy at Hackney Council. Fig 205 shows the likely net areas
which could be produced at the proposed site, with a total suggested internal
area of around 330m2. The volumetric study that I had carried out for the site
had suggested a gross area in the region of 600m2 was possible. Despite the
apparent discrepancy between net and gross areas, this self-build scheme,
like that at the Harman Street site, suffers a big reduction once the detailed

ZƵƌĂůhƌďĂŶ^ǇŶƚŚĞƐŝƐ^ŽĐŝĞƚǇ;Zh^^Ϳ

Throughout this thesis research, many conversations have been undertaken
with both the Mayor of Hackney, Philip Glanville, and local councillors in
Hoxton East and Shoreditch Ward. Responses have varied in their level
of enthusiasm. The Mayor included a section in the manifesto used for his
election campaign in 2018 that promised to allow housing innovation in the
borough, allegedly against the advice of council officers at the time. The
site at Harman Street had been suggested by Philip Glanville when he had
been Hackney Cabinet’s lead member for housing, as being suitable for selfbuilding, in the early days of this research. By 2017, and now with Glanville as
the elected mayor, we met for coffee to discuss my thesis proposals. Glanville
enthusiastically suggested a conference, arranged by the officers of Hackney
Council, to explore various proposals that he had received from potential
architects and self-builders. Early attempts were also made to use Hackney
Council’s scrutiny process to explore ideas around self-building. Councillor
Sharon Patrick, Chair of the Living in Hackney Scrutiny Commission, was also
approached in 2017. Mindful of the likelihood of email correspondence being
ignored I sent a conventional letter to the Town Hall (Fig 210). But it was not
until 4th March 2019 that I would finally be offered the chance to present the
ideas explored by this thesis to that commission.

ŚŽƵƐŝŶŐĐƌŝƐŝƐǁŝƚŚĞǆĐĞƐƐŝǀĞĚĞŵĂŶĚ
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ϭϬйƉĞƌĂŶŶƵŵ͘/ŶƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐǇĞĂƌƐ
ƐĞůĨͲďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ͕ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚŝŽŶǁŚŝĐŚ
ŝŶĐůƵĚĞƐĂƐƵďƐƚĂŶƚŝĂůƌŽůĞĨŽƌƚŚĞ
ŽĐĐƵƉŝĞƌ͕ŚĂƐƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚĂƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶ͘
tĂůƚĞƌƐtĂǇ͕ŝŶƚŚĞ>ŽŶĚŽŶŽƌŽƵŐŚ
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tĂůƚĞƌ͛ƐtĂǇďƵŝůƚĂƌŽƵŶĚϭϵϴϬŝƐĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚĂƉŝŽŶĞĞƌŝŶŐ
ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚĨĂĐŝůŝƚĂƚĞĚďǇ>ĞǁŝƐŚĂŵŽƵŶĐŝů͘;WŚŽƚŽtŝůůŝĂŵ
,ŽĚŐƐŽŶͿ

ƵƐŝŶŐƌĞĂĚŝůǇĂǀĂŝůĂďůĞƉƌŽĚƵĐƚƐŝŶ
ŵĂŶĂŐĞĂďůĞƐŝǌĞƐ͘^ĞŐĂů͛ƐŵĞƚŚŽĚŝƐ
ƐƚŝůůƉŽƉƵůĂƌĂƐƐŚŽǁŶŝŶƚŚĞ
ƉƌŽƉŽƐĞĚĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇďƵŝůĚŝŶŐĨŽƌƚŚĞ

In an attempt to reach out to local councillors I also produced a report on
the matter. This report attempted to follow the kind of headings often seen in
reports presented to councillors. It was sent to Councillor Steve Race, one of
the members who represented Hoxton East and Shoreditch, in July 2018. This
was deliberately designed to relate to the ‘Future Hoxton’ event which was
taking place at the time. Disappointingly, there was no specific action taken in
response to my document. I was not greatly surprised as it had been my own
experience that instigating projects as a backbench member of the Hackney
Council is difficult, to say the least.

ĚƵĞƚŽďĞďƵŝůƚŝŶϮϬϭϵĂƐƉĂƌƚŽĨĂ
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Shortly afterwards, however, discussions began about what I would present
to the Living in Hackney Scrutiny Commission. Hackney Council’s website
states that: “The commission’s remit covers the areas of housing, leisure

ƐƉĂĐĞ͕ŽƌďƵŝůĚŝŶŐƐǁŚŽƐĞĨƵŶĐƚŝŽŶ



designs were undertaken. In this case additional uses would be required to
begin to make the scheme viable, thereby reducing considerably the amount
of housing provision.

Previous discussions with the Mayor of Hackney and Councillors

>ŽŶĚŽŶŝƐĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐŝŶŐĂƐĞƌŝŽƵƐ

ƵŝůƚďǇŝƚŽĐĐƵƉŝĞƌƐƐĞůĞĐƚĞĚĨƌŽŵĂ

Fig 212. The cover of the report
sent to Hackney Council’s officers
ahead of the hearing at the Living in
Hackney Scrutiny Commission.

ϭ

Fig 211. Image from Hackney
Council’s Consultation Documents
for Buckland Street. The three
villas approach is still evident in
the planning application which was
made for the scheme in summer
2020.
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Fig 213. Initial massing studies
of the site at Buckland Street
adjacent to Crondall Court. The
proposed additional volume retains
some of the existing garages whilst
introducing some variety in height
and form.

STREET
BUCKLAND

and culture, planning, sustainability, waste and street cleanliness.”9 It thus
operates in a similar way to a UK parliamentary select committee, monitoring
the functions of the local council and its partner organisations. To do so, it
undertakes investigations and reviews, subsequently producing reports.
Fig 212 is the final version of the report that I was proposing to present to the
commission. Some email correspondence had already taken place between
myself and the scrutiny officer about the need to focus on my “PhD work
generally, and giving some broad insight into the potential of self-build as
an additional source of new homes.” There appeared to be some disquiet
about me presenting specific proposals for self-build schemes, hence
their emphasis on general concepts.. The report, in its final version, was
thus edited in response to their requirements. Ultimately however this was
regarded as not being sufficiently achieved, as illustrated by the message I
then received on 26th February 2019:

Comparing my initial model to Hackney Council’s proposed project at Buckland Street

Y STREET
CHERBUR

Mass Schedule Site 019

Image

“Apologies for the delay in my response to you. I am writing to advise you
following a request for the Monitoring Officer to review your report and
subsequent legal advice from our legal officer, the paper you submitted to the
Living in Hackney Scrutiny Commission for the meeting on 4th March 2019
for discussion under the topic area of Self Build has been withdrawn from the
meeting. To explain, there was concern that the report was not presenting
the facts about the topic area and that the Commission could be drawn into
making comments about a particular case (scrutiny does not comment on
individual cases) and not the policy area more broadly.”

Site Address

Description of site

Street Name

Postcode

Gross Floor
Area

Floor
Height

Number
of Floors

Area per
floor

Building
Height

Potential Dwellings
(based on GLA 2b4p
and 80% net/gross)

Garages Nr. Clunbury Street (West of 63-106
Crondall Court)

Space above garages

Buckland
Street

N1 6TR

511 m²

2.70 m

5

102 m²

13.50 m

5

Garages adjacent to 63-106 Crondall Court

Space above garages

Buckland
Street

N1 6TR

972 m²

2.70 m

5

194 m²

13.50 m

9

D
BUCKLAN

The council-led proposal thus appears both ambitious in scale and somewhat
disrespectful of the existing estate and its residents. Hoxton is predominantly
comprised of housing estates built between 1950 and 1970 which form a
pattern which allows for lots of open space between fairly high buildings. This
open grain does little to reinforce the presence of streets, as is described in
Fig 214. The proposed design rationale by Mikhail Riches is thus a curious
response to this urban condition. It does however create a large number
of dwellings and a relatively simple approach to construction. Buckland
Street has no other large buildings beside the pavement at this scale. In the
absence of an available brief it has to be assumed that the architects were
required to maximise the number of dwellings. The Mikhail Riches proposal
seeks to conceal the two housing blocks and particularly affects the entrance
of the tall block to the west.

STREET

This self-explanatory message demonstrates the general failure of the
council’s monitoring officer to understand the nature of academic research
and the need in this thesis to use actual projects to develop ideas and test
them. It also illustrates the difficulty in influencing a local authority’s policy
through the scrutiny process.

Mass Schedule Site 020

Image

9
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The fourth site, at Buckland Street, is currently occupied by three blocks of
single-storey garages. It possesses many of the features of many of the sites
explored in this thesis and indeed was explored in Chapter 2. Fig 213 shows
the initial massing study of my design proposal , while Fig 211 contains the
scheme for Hackney Council by the appointed architects, Mikhail Riches.
At the time of writing no planning application had been submitted and thus
it was difficult to find accurate scale drawings for analysis. The proposal
by Mikhail Riches shows multi-storey blocks of residential accommodation
in three buildings which takes up considerably more space than my own
massing scheme, which left one garage block in place to avoid crowding the
adjacent tall housing block. The plan by Mikhail Riches was superimposed
on to a scale drawing and dimensions taken. Each building has a footprint
of 290m2 and is arranged over six floors. Hackney Council’s consultation
documentation promises 63 mixed-tenure new homes which is a lot more
than the 27 two-bedroom four-person dwellings identified in my massing
study.

Site Address

Description of site

Street Name

Postcode

Gross Floor
Area

Floor
Height

Number
of Floors

Area per
floor

Building
Height

Potential Dwellings
(based on GLA 2b4p
and 80% net/gross)

Garages adjacent to 1-44 Crondall Court (East Space above garages
side)

Buckland
Street

N1 6TZ

441 m²

2.70 m

6

73 m²

16.20 m

4

Garages Adjacent to 1-44 Crondall Court (West Space above garages
side)

Buckland
Street

N1 6TZ

1016 m²

2.70 m

5

203 m²

13.50 m

9

Fig 214. Architects design
methodology for the Buckland
Street development. This approach
was largely supported by the preapplication discussions. Image from
https://hackney.gov.uk/hoxton-west/
(Accessed Mar 2020)

https://hackney.gov.uk/living-in-hackney-commission (Accessed March 2020)
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Fig 215. Page from Hackney Labour
Party’s 2018 Election Manifesto
which featured a commitment to
innovation in housing encouraged by
the Mayor, Philip Glanville.

The design I put forward in the massing scheme attempted to retain some of
the garages for the benefit of existing users, and the layout of the dwellings
stayed within the boundaries of the existing garage footprints. This in turn
reduced the scope for providing such large housing numbers.
Looking at the assumptions which underpinned the massing model used in
Chapter 2 it is clear that there are those sites where the potential for dwellings
was underestimated such as Buckland Street, and others where the model
estimated the potential for dwellings by taking in an insufficient account of the
constraints.
A summary of my thoughts obtained from these projects
The four projects discussed here show a different approach to the micro-sites
identified in the exploration in Chapter 1. The general observation is that all
the sites deliver considerably less accommodation than in the massing study
once detailed designs are carried out. Hackney Council’s own commissioned
project at Buckland Street was reduced from seven storeys to six after preapplication advice from its own planning department. It is clearly very difficult
to apply the kinds of constraints which become apparent in the detailed
design stage of a project in a simplified form similar to that shown in my early
massing studies. The number of dwellings suggested must thus have to be
regarded as highly optimistic and a suitable formula applied to the totals to
obtain a more realistic number - probably reducing the estimate by one-third.
The wider challenges posed by the planning system in England cannot
be overestimated. Hackney Council’s planning policies do not place the
delivery of housing by self-builders, or indeed the delivery of social housing
generally, above the expectations of good quality design and the amenity of
neighbours. There is a strong presumption in favour of good design which
although laudable is a likely impediment to the delivery of self-built homes.
The time taken to develop schemes will add additional costs to the process,
which in turn reinforces the idea proposed in this thesis that the early
construction stages should be undertaken by the local council.
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None of the detailed designs that have been produced for this thesis have
shown that the micro-sites that I have identified in Hoxton are unsuitable
provided that the will exists to push them through the complex process
of building in crowded urban neighbourhoods. In this sense the thesis
demonstrates a clear and viable case for making these kinds of left-over sites
available to small groups of self-builders.
The manifesto produced by the Mayor of Hackney says that he actively
promotes the delivery of more homes in the borough, and even advocates
the use of alternative methods like self-build or custom-build. However, for
any schemes to be delivered they will have to face the substantial challenges
of design in an urban realm. The Hackney Council has the evident benefit
of a well-resourced and intelligently developed housing team which can
overcome many of the barriers involved. For self-build schemes to succeed in
the borough, then these resources will need to be made available to help - as
opposed to the bureaucratic blocking that I seemed to face at every turn in
this thesis.
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Conclusion

Fig 217. Vandome Close, the site
for Custom Build in Custom House
in 2014. This site was identified by
the Mayor of London as a potential
custom build project with a complex
bidding and funding structure.
(Photograph by Author)

After nearly seven years working part-time on the research for this thesis,
it is interesting to reflect upon what has actually changed in the context of
self-build housing in the UK. The National Custom and Self-Build Association
webpage1 points to continued support for those two approaches from
the Conservative government. In 2020 the newly elected Conservative
administration undertook a pledge, as made in the their election manifesto, to
support community-led housing and self-build schemes. The Prime Minister,
Boris Johnson, who had been responsible for potentially ambitious proposals
for custom-building and self-building in London during his tenure as Mayor,
would certainly appear to have some experience of what could be achieved
in that area of housing provision.
In 2014, I visited the site of one of the original highly publicised projects,
a site at Vandome Close near to the Excel Centre in Newham (Fig 217),
six years after Johnson was elected as Mayor of London. Intended to be
developed under the slogan Custom Build in Custom House, a reference to
the nearby docks, the site in reality remained a block of derelict garages.
However, its references to the project have since disappeared from the
internet. The prospectus for funding is still visible and mentions the loans that
were to be available to undertake the showcase project:
This bidding prospectus is in two parts. The first provides £5m of loan funding
for Custom Build to pilot an approach to developing a new London vernacular.
This will be showcased through a site proposed by the London Borough of
Newham in Custom House but there are many other opportunities throughout
London. It is the first step in producing a concept which can then be developed
at scale and speed by a range of housing providers. The successful bidders
will benefit from the assistance of a panel of leading architects.2
On revisiting the same site in Newham in 2020, (Fig 218) little appears to
have changed. The garages remain derelict with no sign of what use was
made of the money, or evidence of the assistance provided by the panel of
leading architects.
At Graven Hill, Oxfordshire, there is a different story. Fig 216, taken from a
virtual tour of Graven Hill in March 2020, shows new homes, built in a variety
of styles, and forming a substantial settlement at this former military base. My
first visit to one of their ‘discovery events’ took place in July 2015, three years
after the prospectus had been backed by Boris Johnson.
1
The National Custom And Self Build Association (2020) About Us. Available at: https://nacsba.
org.uk/about-nacsba/ (Accessed: September 2020).
2
Mayor of London 2012. Build Your Home the London Way. Greater London Authority.
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Fig 216. Graven Hill Virtual Tour showing an aerial view of some of
the completed self-build plots. In the
distance are more conventionally
procured homes, largely constructed
for sale by the Graven Hill Village
Company. (https://www.gravenhill.
co.uk/about-graven-hill/360-virtualtour/?utm_source=gravenhill&utm_
medium=email&utm_
campaign=virtualtour)
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The difference between the two self-build projects may simply be that it is
easier to build on what are fairly green yet nonetheless brownfield, sites in
the Oxfordshire countryside than in constrained sites in built-up areas of
East London. Alternatively it could be that those projects actually directly
undertaken by local authorities, rather than being parts of complicated
bidding processes for sums of money, which ultimately need to be repaid,
stand a greater chance of proceeding unimpeded.

Reducing the cost of land undoubtedly allows for the greater affordability of
finished homes, and there are many examples of how this can be done in
both self-build and conventional projects. In the 1980s projects in Lewisham
that were built on the Segal method, the land which was not suitable
for other forms of development was released to potential self-builders.
This land was seen to be inherently cheap due to its steep slopes and
relative inaccessibility. Likewise, the garage sites in Enfield are probably
unattractive to commercial developers because they would then need to
solve the problems of re-providing garages for existing occupants or require
unconventional designs to overcome issues such as overlooking.

With this further proof of the benefits of local authority-led self-build schemes,
it is now time to wrap up the study. The thesis’s design research began by
considering four main headings: Land, Delivery, Design, and Finance. In this
concluding section I will therefore return to each to consider what has been
discovered and what might have been undertaken differently.

In my own project for a house/office on Kingsland Road, on a reasonably
large unoccupied site in Shoreditch, the presence of a large protected tree
on the site, neighbouring listed buildings, and a small frontage onto a busy
road appears to have reduced the appetite for developers to enter into the
kind of bidding competition which results in high prices. I was hence the
beneficiary of their lack of interest in the site.

The provision of land
In the UK and particularly in London the value of land is hugely significant
in the production of housing. In 2016 a hectare of land in central London
typically sold for £15.7m3. If the site at Harman Street Estate is used as an
example, the area of ground it occupies is around 120m2. and thus it is worth
in the region of £190,0004 at 2016 prices. In other words, each square metre
of land is worth £1,570 or so. Self-built housing projects vary in building cost
from £1,000 - £3,000 per square metre, which, assuming a block height
of around 4 storeys, means that the land cost in Hoxton could represent a
quarter of their total costs. In 2020 the property selling website Plotfinder.
net5 offered a single plot, suitable for a three-bedroomed house for £280,000
in Forest Gate in the outer London Borough of Newham, eight miles from the
centre of London

Facilitating the provision of new homes on the kinds of micro-sites that I
identified in Chapter 2 requires careful consideration as to how the value
of land should be quantified. Each of the sites that the volumetric exercise
revealed is owned by the London Borough of Hackney and thus included
in its housing revenue account. Disposal to third parties would require them
to obtain the best value achievable.6 The time taken to dispose of garages
mentioned in nearby Enfield, and explored at the Church Grove site being
developed by RUSS, shows that this can be a very slow process.

Fig 218. Vandome Close, the site
for ‘Custom Build in Custom House,’
as it appeared in 2020. Little or
no evident progress has been
made since my visit years earlier.
(Photograph by Author)

3
GLA Economics (2016) The value of land and housing in London, London.
4
ibid
5
Plotfinder.net (2020) Plotfinder. Available at: https://www.plotfinder.net/search/england-londongreater-london (Accessed: September 2020).
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One straightforward way to remove the cost of the land is simply not to
sell it to the final occupier. Tenants who have bought their homes from
local authorities rarely in fact own their freeholds of the land they occupy,
especially if they are in multi-unit blocks. This can be extended into the
simple concept of renting self-build homes to their ultimate occupiers.
Occupying property on a long-term rented basis is tried and tested, being
very popular in other European countries, and also used to great effect in
projects like Hedgehog7 in Brighton. Hence this tenure model should not
be ruled out, even if the construction process then is more complicated to
facilitate - with the landlord having to purchase all the materials for a project,
for example.
6
UK Government, Cabinet Office (2017) Guide for the disposal of surplus land. London: Cabinet
Office.
7
Self-build Central (2015) Hedgehog Co-op. Available at: https://www.selfbuild-central.co.uk/
first-ideas/examples/hedgehog-co-op/ (Accessed: September 2020).
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Community Land Trusts usually work on a model whereby the trust retains
the land, thus allowing occupiers of the homes to also ‘own’ them but only on
precise terms. For instance at the London CLT8 project at St Clement’s the
owners of the homes are limited in the profit they will be able to make on any
future sale of the premises. The CLT will then still keep the freehold, enabling
this regime to stay in place in perpetuity. In return for these limitations the
occupier gets to pay less for the dwelling.
At Lilac, a co-housing scheme in Leeds9, the trustees of the project went to
enormous lengths to avoid profiteering by potential owner-occupiers, limiting
the amount of potential increased value in homes which could be realised if
they were sold. They do not hold to the notion that rising land and property
values benefit everybody, and so instead expect this to be sacrificed in the
interest of wider affordability and community cohesion.
Community Land Trusts clearly have to obtain ownership of the land in the
first instance. It is rare, in London, at least, for such trusts to buy sites on
the open market. Frequently, former government-owned land serves as
the basis of CLT projects. The disposal to the trust will often come with its
own conditions to satisfy the best value rules. A local authority, or similar
organisation, is unlikely to want to give away valuable assets without
obtaining the highest price on behalf of taxpayers. In return for accepting a
lower price, there is likely be a requirement to house those on local authority
housing lists or provide affordable homes in perpetuity.

Fig 219. New private sector
developments at Leamouth,
London. - These buildings have
been completed rapidly by
experienced developers with
repetitive and simple designs to
ensure straightforward delivery of
the required results. (Photograph by
Author)
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The proposed financial model that I tested on the site at Harman Street Estate
anticipates the local authority, Hackney Council, retaining ownership of the
site - thus avoiding the complexities of disposal. As the constructors of the
foundations, frame and roof, the local council then would sell vacant floors,
without walls, but with services connected. The precise tenure for purchasers
needs further consideration, particularly in the light of recent proposed
changes in the law to forbid unjustified long residential leases. This potential
legislative change led the projects instigated by Enfield Council to reconsider their tenure plans. However, community-led schemes are potentially
exempt from these incoming legal provisions “Exemptions will include shared
ownership properties and community-led development, inalienable National
Trust land and excepted sites on Crown land. Retirement properties and
financial lease products will also be exempt where there is a non-assignable
8
London Community Land Trust (2020) What is a CLT? Available at: https://www.londonclt.org/
what-is-a-clt (Accessed: September 2020).
9
Chatterton, P. (2014) Low Impact Living: A Field Guide to Ecological, Affordable Community
Building. Earthscan.
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lease.” 10 It is more likely that Enfield Council simply feared further delays
due to the potential uncertainty of future legislation. The use of a leasehold
model, as I have suggested at Harman Street, would hence require further
exploration, in the light of the final form of the emerging legislation, and the
views of the local authority landowner should the pilot design be developed
further.

Fig 221. Versions of the Wikihouse
method. This construction method
has been designed to use
standardised components, based
on flat sheet materials which can be
milled using a computer numerically
controlled router and be easily
assembled.

Ultimately there are numerous examples of methods of removing the expense
of building land from housing projects. Sadly, however, this is unlikely to
happen without some form of compromise on behalf of the ultimate owneroccupier. The situation enjoyed by a private owner-occupier, provided
with the freedom to extend, alter and make large profits, is not going to be
available in any subsidised self-built scheme. The proposed model that I am
recommending, whereby the sweat equity of the self-builder contributes to
the finished building within a local authority-created structural frame, does
allow some freedom, provided that it can be accommodated within the town
planning policy for that area. Should the pilot scheme at Harman Street be
pursued, the opportunity to explore these issues could be investigated in
even more detail.

10
House of Commons Library (2019) Briefing Paper: Leasehold and Commonhold Reform.
London: House of Commons Library,
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Fig 220. Cross-laminated timber
structure at Dalston Lane, Hackney.
Doubtless encouraged by the
council’s ‘wood-first’ policy, the
larger slabs needed to undertake
this form of construction make
working from the inside to create
the finished wall finishes difficult.
(Photograph by Author)
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Fig 222. Conventional concrete
frame under construction. The
more open nature of the floors could
allow the self-builder to provide the
external walls. It is also very robust
and reasonably waterproof in the
short-term (Photograph by Author)

Suitable methods for the delivery of self-built homes
The managing of construction projects, and in particular the delivery of
homes for affordable prices, is complex. Each episode of Grand Designs, the
Channel 4 television series that often features self-builders, invariably sees
project management being undertaken by a member of the owner-occupier’s
family who usually have little experience. Even large-scale construction
projects, such as the Crossrail11 East-West railway in London, with
professional teams of consultants, can run into trouble, exceeding the money
available for their construction or taking considerably longer than planned to
be complete.
Private-sector housing providers have developed carefully considered
strategies to make sure that their projects can be easily and reliably
delivered. These volume-housebuilders avoid variation in the design of their
dwellings, essentially constructing the same few house designs repeatedly.
Greenfield sites with plenty of space to build on are preferred, which helps
to reduce the risk of unforeseen discoveries underground or delays in the
delivery of building materials caused by urban traffic jams.
Local councils in the middle of the twentieth century built many housing
estates using construction systems which enabled fast construction - albeit
often failing to recognise the need for quality and comfort in the finished
dwelling. Walter Segal as a pioneer of this method of delivery, realised that
simplicity of assembly and the ready availability of materials substantially
improved the chances of success for the self-builder.
Pre-fabrication provides the potential for the housing construction to take
place indoors, in factories, improving quality and speeding up production.
Designs have now been developed which use simple materials but cut
them precisely using robotic machines so as to ensure coherent and easily
assembled buildings such as Wikihouse (Fig 221).
How can a self-build project, on a constrained urban site, be delivered easily
and reliably? The latter two research questions defined in the introduction are
very useful here in deciding exactly what needs to be measured. Taking each
question in turn, we can begin to put forward proposals on this score.

11
Crossrail (2020) Project Update. Available at: https://www.crossrail.co.uk/news/articles/
crossrail-project-update (Accessed: September 2020).
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Fig 224. Concrete foundations at
Graven Hill. The use of beam-andblock construction in cheap and
highly conventional. It is also easier
to achieve in low-rise developments
on spacious sites. (Photograph by
Author)

Do exemplary architectural designs and building methods need to be found
which are applicable to a wide range of more complex and highly dense
urban locations and what can architects contribute to the proposed self-build
revolution?
By looking at this question in the context of delivery, it is clear that good
designs and building methods are necessary, but equally so are the skills
offered by architects or other construction professionals. In other words, selfbuild does not negate the need for those specialised inputs to the process,
and so they should always be factored into the overall project budget.
Exemplary designs could also be considered to be those which meet with the
approval of the local planning authority although the element of this research
which explores obtaining planning permission demonstrates the potentially
subjective nature of deciding what is exemplary.
Can modern methods of construction be used to simplify and speed up the
production of self-build homes, reducing the pressure on self-builders? Is
there a role for computer modelling and design technologies to allow greater
freedoms to the self-builder as designer? Should self-building allow home
owners to be more creative with the design of their houses allowing for more
diversity in housing production?
The element of this question which relates to delivery is that which engages
with the freedom and diversity of production. Producing a series of identical
dwellings undoubtedly provides a relatively speedy and efficient solution.
Self-builders however invariably expect to be allowed to influence the design
of their homes, and once that freedom has been enjoyed they would then
expect to be able to undertake alterations and maintenance without waiting
for the landlord.
The idea that an element of the building is delivered by a reasonably wellresourced body, like a local authority, is at the heart of the proposal that I
submitted for planning permission on the site at Harman Street Estate, as
discussed in Chapter 6. Potentially described as the facilitating partner,
Hackney Council, under this model are key to getting the project started. This
kind of arrangement has also been the basis of the successful delivery of
Graven Hill’s early phases. In a location where single homes can simply be
built upon the ground for occupation by one household it is probably enough
for the local authority just to provide foundations and services like water and
electricity.

In higher density locations, however, more of the building work would need
to be undertaken prior to the involvement of the self-builder. On sites like
those explored in Hoxton, a facilitating partner is needed and should take the
project further. Available sites in Inner London will inevitably be smaller and
the number of occupying households higher. If a local council can provide a
building frame and roof, as well as services and stairs for access, this is likely
to reduce discussions amongst groups of self-builders, shaving years off
programmes. The decision taken at the RUSS Community Hub to simplify the
building structure took many months to arrive at but ultimately shaved weeks
off the construction programme.
Ultimately, as can be seen at Elemental’s Quinta Monroy project in Chile12,
the state of completion of a building is something which can vary. In the
incremental housing projects that Elemental are involved in, it is expected
that the homes will evolve over time with their states of completeness fluid.
The willingness to occupy a building before its final finishes are applied can
alleviate financial pressure and provide a valuable break from relentless selfbuild programmes which can threaten to destroy their protagonists.
A much cleverer approach towards town planning, again evident at Graven
Hill by the use of a parameter-based approach, could also remove from
the self-builders much of the time and anxiety associated with obtaining
consents. The time taken with repeated planning applications - as was
seen in my efforts to get approval for a pilot project on the Harman Street
Estate - might well be avoided if facilitated by a local authority being far more
supportive in its planning policy.
Any self-build project will run the substantial risk of not achieving the
timetable set out at its inception. Removing the need to work to a prescriptive
timetable, whilst delivering the key objectives such as keeping out the worst
of the weather, is likely to help to allow there to be successful project.

12
Elemental (2020) Four Incremental Housing Projects. Chile: Elemental. Available at: http://www.
elementalchile.cl/en/ (Accessed: September 2020).
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Fig 223. Coverage of ‘Future
Hoxton’ in the Hackney Gazette
published in July 2018 and
coinciding with the opening of the
exhibition by the Mayor of Hackney.
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Deliverable and sustainable designs
The design of housing is a huge topic and some useful examples have been
explored in this research. Walter Segal’s design for a timber-frame building
method, discussed in Chapter 1, provides a fantastic exemplar for what is
needed to execute a self-build home. Wikihouse is a more modern attempt to
provide the tools to design and construct a building to those people outside
the conventional construction industries.
In proposing yet a further method, as an architect undertaking this research,
I have been careful to avoid developing completely new methods for
constructing buildings. Although both Segal and Wikihouse offer the prospect
of simple, timber-based, approaches with high environmental aims, my
argument is that these are less suited to the world of social housing procured
by local authorities who rely on tried and tested and familiar methods to avoid
risk.
A successful multi-storey self-build proposal with different parties working
together at the same time very much requires a structural frame and for that
to be constructed first by the local authority that owns the site. The proposal
in this thesis that anticipates the remainder of each floor being completed
by the self-builder, as the final occupier, a process which may mean that
different floors will be finished at different times. In order for services to be
connected at an early stage of a project by utility companies, a complete
frame will be required with locations for supplies to be terminated, meters
installed and temporary distribution points established. Access via stairs will
also clearly be needed to get up to the upper floors. A suitable frame of this
kind could of course be constructed from various possible materials.
Reinforced concrete is used the world over for the construction of building
frames. It however has very poor environmental credentials prior to
occupation. The embodied energy in the production of cement is extremely
high, aggregates are usually quarried far from the site of the building, and
water is also used to activate the cement’s chemical properties. Furthermore,
there are health hazards in production including breathing particle matter and
in moving heavy materials around the building site. Steel frames might be
seen as a suitable alternative although with similarly high embodied energy.

less suited to self-building because it is entirely pre-fabricated, it needs
substantial cross walls in order to stand up, and providing access to finish the
outside is rather difficult.
The proposal that I designed provides the basis for the investigation at
the Harman Street Estate, discussed in Chapter 6. It utilises a reinforcedconcrete frame with communal stairs and roof. Notwithstanding the
environmental issues outlined above when producing concrete, as a frame it
performs well in use. It is robust and fire-resistant, important if a frame needs
to withstand self-building over a long period of time; it allows for large floor
slabs with relatively few columns to facilitate maximum design freedom on
small sites; and it performs very well acoustically and thermally, which is
important in high-density living. It is also a very familiar method to potential
contractors who might be employed by the local authority to erect the initial
frame which could reduce costs (Fig 222).
When considering the validity of this material choice it is reassuring to look
at the so called ‘Golden Brick’ plots at Graven Hill. These sites are started by
the local council-led company and completed by the self-build occupiers.
Each of the dwellings features concrete foundations, a services pod for
connections, and a concrete-beam-and-block floor (Fig 224). Although this
is very conventional in terms of construction, it is precisely what building
contractors in England would normally use, thus reducing costs and
speeding up delivery.
This model of a pre-constructed concrete frame allows the self-builder the
maximum chance to focus on the key aspects of the building themselves,
providing for maximum sweat equity for those who want to save money. The
frame infill panels can be executed slowly, working within the relative shelter
of the frame, thereby providing a greater degree of financial flexibility. Panels
can be designed to suit complex situations such as corners or bay windows
and they can be executed using the same basic parts and skills as I tested
out in Chapter 4.

The material with the best environmental performance is likely to be timber.
To make the entire frame structure out of timber, however, would require an
engineered product. Cross-laminated timber (Fig 220) is the most common
method today when designing a multi-storey timber structure. It is however
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Many self-builders may anyway defer to the skills of a paid constructor for
much of the heavy work that needs doing on their house, but it remains
important nonetheless to allow for the maximum number of procurement
routes. Wall panels could be fabricated off-site for those with additional funds
and then delivered and installed as ready-mades into the frame. Ultimately,
in what I had ideally hoped would be built as a pilot project, the ideas could
easily be tested in practice. If a larger number of sites were considered by
Hackney Council as part of a future and different approach to town planning,
more akin to the plot passports used at Graven Hill, this too might afford even
more flexibility.
For the site that I explored in most detail in Chapter 6, its location in the
Kingsland Conservation Area requires detailed planning permission to be
sought for a finished design. The system that I designed has however allowed
the flexibility for me to achieve two different iterations of a building proposal,
one at Harman Street and the other at Diana House in Hoxton Street. Both
of versions appear to be achievable by a combination of a council-erected
structure and self-builders then stepping in to infill and fit-out the dwellings.
Ultimately any scheme, self-build or not, will need to engage with its
neighbourhood and local residents if it is to be successful. Prue Chiles’s
projects in Sheffield, and in particular Re-Imagining the City of Sheffield,13
describe very pertinently the cost of undertaking projects which fail to engage
with the inhabitants of the grain or topography of the city. Public engagement
is particularly important in the process and, as a piece of self-critique, the
projects in this thesis, although engaging in some useful exercises, ultimately
produced design proposals and two planning applications which elicited
little interest from nearby residents. How to engage more people in self-build
initiatives would thus be a useful area for further research.
Finding a coherent method of raising finance
The method of financing a self-build project was explored in much detail in
Chapter 5. There are myriad possible ways to finance a self-build housing
project but some key principles described in that chapter can make the
difference between success and failure.
The challenges involved in obtaining finance from the outset of a project
have increased since the global financial crisis of 2008. New rules have
13
Chiles, P. (2006) ‘Re-imagining the City of Sheffield’, Available: Digital Humanities Institute.
Available at: https://www.dhi.ac.uk/matshef/chiles/MSchilesp.htm (Accessed September 2020).
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resulted in fewer risky loans for small scale building projects. The financing
of my own house and studio self-build project at Kingsland Road was
secured before the crisis began and although expensive was relatively easy
to arrange. In 2020, not least because of the latest complications caused
by the Coronavirus pandemic, the borrowing for self-build projects is more
expensive and lenders even more risk-averse.
Expectations that public money might be made available in the UK are
misplaced. The Home Building Fund, set up by the government in 201614 and
intended ‘to encourage innovation, both in the kind of homes that are built and
the way they are delivered’, is based on re-payable loans with grants only
provided for supporting infrastructure. Local authority-led projects will either
be financed by borrowing from the Public Works Loan Board or through cross
subsidies from other development. The one potentially valuable source of
funding is through agreements or levies made on private developers through
the planning system, such as Section 106 agreements, since these can
be redirected to community-led schemes. There is evidence that councils
in England have however not spent many of the funds previously obtained
in this way. In 2014 a Freedom of Information request undertaken by the
BBC reported that £1.5bn of cash obtained through Section 106 planning
agreements remained unspent.15
The RUSS Church Grove project, described in Chapter 1, has managed
to obtain large loans from banks to undertake its multi-storey community
housing project. These loans will need to be serviced and repaid at
commercial rates. Although there is a market in providing finance for social
housing projects, including for housing associations, the imperative is likely to
be that of profit, and thus costs are higher. RUSS has little security to offer a
lender and thus will not obtain the kind of discount on borrowing that might be
available to a local council.
The proposals that I have developed in this thesis place the local authority at
the centre of the self-building project. For a council who is willing to remain
as land owner and to be the first-stage contractor, adequate funds can be
obtained relatively cheaply. Loans from the Public Works Loan Board cost
less than commercial borrowing even after recent increases in their interest
rates. Local councils are usually regarded as a safe bet for lenders. Councils
have high credit ratings, being regarded as ‘long-term stable’ by ratings
agencies. There are also groups of local authorities such as the UK Municipal
14
Homes England (2016) An Introduction to the Home Building Fund. London: Homes England
15
Tarver, N. (2014) £1.5bn ‘community cash’ unspent by English councils: British Broadcasting
Corporation. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-25094100.(Accessed: June 2021)

The Site
Our pilot site is located on Balcorne Street at E9 7AY.

Services
The site is not currently connected to services
and connecting the self-builder’s home to
water, electricity, waste, broadband, etc will be
the responsibility of the self-builder. Applicants
will however be provided with the following
searches and surveys:

• Topographical Survey
• Utilities Search
• Water Search
• Envirosearch
• Title Plan
How will Hackney’s Self-Build
Challenge work?
The Self-Build Challenge has been designed
to release a small site of land to an individual,
individuals, or a household who have a local
connection to Hackney, do not already own a
home, and who have a combined or household
income under £90,000. Applicants who submit

their bids in December 2020 will find out in
February 2021 if they have been shortlisted.
Shortlisted applicants will be interviewed, their
ability to finance the project will be checked,
and they will be asked about their plans in more
detail throughout the Spring of 2021. By May
2021, a winner will be selected.

Who is eligible to apply for
the Self-Build Challenge?
To be eligible for the Self-Build Challenge
applicants should be able to demonstrate a
local connection and be in housing need, and
should have a household income of no more
than £90,000 per year.

4

Fig 225. The site specification from
documentation provided for the
Hackney Self-Build Challenge
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Bonds Agency whereby groups of public bodies can obtain finance on good
terms. Councils can also offer mortgages themselves or buy partnering with
private organisations. Mortgage finance has been tailored for potential selfbuilders at the Graven Hill project, for example, making borrowing easier for
potential purchasers.
Although not explored in this thesis here the expectation is that the pilot
project at Harman Street Estate would offer potential self-builders the
opportunity, in the first instance, to buy the lease on a single floor of the
development. This would be facilitated by Hackney Council supporting the
lending to the purchaser either by direct loan or by direction to an approved
private body. The potential self-builder/occupier would need funds to
complete the building envelope and fit-out. In undertaking its role, the council
would need to decide whether a deposit was required. This could be kept
relatively small so as to show a commitment from the occupier - or the council
could also decide to provide a 100% loan or mortgage to the occupier. In
either case it is reasonable to expect the council to cover costs or make a
small profit on the lending or loan arrangement.
Relating finance back to three of the original themes; Land, Delivery, and
Design it is land which is the most significant cost, particularly in London, and
one that can be removed if the right model is chosen. Delivery is more difficult
in a self-build context, as there will undoubtedly be inconsistencies in design
and in the materials supply chain. Labour costs can however be substantially
reduced by including self-builders labour as sweat equity. Building designs
will need to be ambitious to deal with the complexities of urban sites so fees
for architectural designs and other consultants will need to be sufficient.
In concluding that the local authority should remain at the centre of any
self-build project, my rationale is that there are several key advantages.
Cheaper finance is likely to make or break many self-build projects, and so
its provision is likely to widen the range of potential occupiers. Simplicity of
the financial arrangements also speeds up the delivery of potential sites, with
successful projects being able to be scaled up and, as already stated the
avoidance of land disposals also saves money.
Delivering a pilot project
Taking account of the four originally defined headings discussed above, the
obvious question to ask is what were the prospects for self-build schemes
on the small sites identified in Hoxton at an early point in the research for this
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thesis, and what has changed in the intervening years?
My initial premise was that suitable sites could be identified, and that the local
authority should be encouraged to consider backing a community-led selfbuilt project at those particular locations. During the research period a range
of projects were devised by me in order to raise awareness, engage with the
local community, explore building methods, and publicise the hypothesis that
I was exploring.
Testing has supported exploration of the hypothesis presented. The site on
the Harman Street Estate which has been explored in the most detail, has had
proposals submitted for planning permission. Thus in turn has advanced the
project as far as is possible within a research context, and its intention has
been to remove potential obstacles and provide a shovel-ready proposal for
the local council to use should it wish to. Elements of the proposed building
have also been constructed to test the buildability of the design proposal.
I considered the site at Harman Street Estate in part due to an early
suggestion by former councillor and now Mayor of Hackney, Phil Glanville.
That suggestion occurred as part of an early conversation after completing
my own self-build project at Kingsland Road. I have consistently attempted to
utilise my relationships with members of the local authority in this manner. The
early design proposals for Harman Street were the basis of a report that I sent
to the Living in Hackney Scrutiny Commission, although they subsequently
refused to consider it. I may be able to claim some credit for the inclusion
of alternative forms of housing provision as part of Hackney Labour Party’s
manifesto for the Mayoral and Council elections. At least one meeting with
the Mayor resulted in a suggestion by him for a conference with various local
housing providers to discuss wider self-build proposals.
The endeavour which came closest to garnering support to date was
‘Future Hoxton’ as developed with PEER and Jan Kattein. Although largely
a response to a funding call from a UCL research fund, that project brought
together local people, politicians and businesses. PEER’s subsequent desire
to see improvements to the land at the rear of the gallery attracted the interest
of the local authority, ACME (a housing association and affordable workspace
provider), and the gallery as a possible protagonist. The subsequent meeting
at which the proposal was discussed with the Mayor and council officers
was described as ‘promising’ by ACME’s Chair. Sadly it was a loss of faith in
PEER’s capacity to stay involved, especially by their Chair, which ultimately
removed the momentum from the team.
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Fig 226. The Church Grove site in
Ladywell during November 2020.
The red lines are the only evidence
of building work potentially beginning
anytime soon. (Photograph by
Author)

It is hoped that enough noise has been made to result in some more positive
results in future. At the very least, Hackney Council are now proposing a
self-built housing project on a single site in the Borough. Described as the
Hackney Self-Build Challenge, bids were invited in September 2020 with a
proposal to choose a successful bidder in May 2021. Bidders are required to
provide a £5,000 deposit and required to demonstrate their eligibility against
criteria including having a local connection and a maximum household
income of £90,000 per year. A simple planning guide for the site is also
provided illustrating relevant policies which now appear to include a clear
view on self-building: ‘Self/custom-build development will be supported and
encouraged on infill development sites provided the scheme is in accordance
with all other development plan policies.’16 I can only hope that the planning
inspector in deciding the appeal I have now made for the Harman Street
Estate site is able to take account of this policy.
During the period of the research that I undertook, one project stands out
as the best developed idea of how local councils can deliver self-building.
Graven Hill, wholly owned and delivered by Cherwell District Council, has
shown that plots can have their foundations and services built by a stateowned body and be completed by individuals. All that is required is for an
urban local authority to then be willing enough to try something similar now
that the issues have been explored. Unfortunately the ‘Hackney Self-Build
Challenge’ makes no attempt to help with the more difficult elements of such
a project. This thesis has shown these are obtaining planing permission,
the construction of foundations, and the provision of services like water and
electricity. If successful I hope their initial foray into self-build will pave the
way for further projects including the site I have looked at in detail at Harman
Street Estate.
As a fitting conclusion we should return to Lewisham, the south London
borough which embraced the ideas of Walter Segal in the 1980s. Walters
Way provided a beacon for self-builders everywhere. The project at Church
Grove close to Lewisham Hospital, pioneered by RUSS, an organisation
created in part by Kareem Dayes - a former Walter’s Way resident - although
still not under construction, and in fact subject to another re-design to reduce
the vulnerability of the structure in case of fire, (Fig 227) the proposed
building does attempt to create multi-storey, self-built homes. As a community
land trust, it is not a local authority project as such but is strongly supported
by Lewisham’s Mayor, Damian Egan. His backing has undoubtedly helped
to facilitate the transfer of the formerly council-owned land to RUSS. Without
16
London Borough of Hackney (2020) Self-Build Challenge Planning Statement London: Hackney
Design, Communications & Print.
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Fig 227. A notice posted at the
Church Grove site explaining the
need for further planning changes.
(Photograph by Author)
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the support of individuals like Damian Egan, and other pioneers like those
at Cherwell, or the local councillors who instigated Walters Way, or to some
extent Philip Glanville in including self-building in Hackney’s housing offer,
these kinds of alternative housing projects do not stand a chance to succeed.
If the UK wants to embrace self-build in any meaningful way, and to move
beyond small ad-hoc projects requiring huge effort by enthusiastic amateurs
then very real (local and national) governmental involvement and direct
funding are required. What I have been able to do in this design research
thesis, for the first time, is to offer an integrated model for how to design selfbuild housing on leftover inner-city sites in a manner which meets current
socio-economic conditions and environmental/urban concerns. My efforts
might have been rebuffed in several ways to date by Hackney Council, but I
believe that the force of the argument is on the side of self-builders for urban
micro-sites. As an example of design research mixed with what could be
described as ‘action research’ I intend to keep using this line of investigation
to persuade Hackney Council – and hopefully other UK urban municipalities
– to embrace the full social, aesthetic and psychological benefits of self-built
housing. Should my recent planning appeal succeed, I will continue to lobby
Hackney Council to pursue the project I have designed at Harman Street
Estate, and in turn potentially demonstrate the viability of such sites for other
self-builders.
The potential use of the findings of this research and potential further studies
It is important to consider what has been learned in any research and
what if any recommendations should result from the process. As has been
mentioned earlier building related projects are lengthy and in this case are
likely to continue, both aspirationally, and it is hoped, as tangible realities in
the future. This thesis research proposes a model for future local authority-led
self-build homes which will inform future similar projects. Should the project
proceed to be built it is anticipated that it will represent a case-study which
would be published to provide a suitable precedent for others to follow.
The site finding exercise shows how many surplus small parcels of land are
present in the study area which is fairly representative of similar inner London
neighbourhoods. If scaled up the methodology should be used as the basis
of a study of much of London to inform urban planning and plan making.
The ‘Future Hoxton’ study, in particular, has evolved from urban rooms17. The
17
University of Reading (2019) Urban rooms: where people get to design their city’s future:
University of Reading. Available at: https://research.reading.ac.uk/research-blog/urban-rooms-where-
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evidence collected has been shared with Hackney Planning Service.
A graphic essay, exploring the availability of surplus land, is due to be
included in an up-coming Routledge publication in association with the
Welsh School of Architecture entitled Generosity and Architecture.
The new knowledge described in this thesis should provide useful
background information for any individual, or group, considering embarking
on a self-build project particularly if it is to involve a local council as either
instigator or supporter. It should also be used to inform local policies, whether
they be related to the provision of housing using alternative methods, or in
the development of new land use designations or policies which will inform
planning decisions.
There is undoubtedly scope for further research in this area. An exploration
of how to finance self-building would provide a valuable study to help those
wanting to embark on projects. Real case study self-build housing projects
like that being undertaken by Hackney Council should be well documented
and the results made available. Valuable studies could also be undertaken
into how to make small parcels of land more visible in the planning system,
particularly to ensure they are not overlooked in policy making.
Recommendations for Further Research and Dissemination
Taking the conclusions of the various findings in this thesis a number of key
point, or recommendations can be made. Above all is the need for some
kind of instigator in any project. This might be a politician who has made sure
there is some sort of commitment in a manifesto, or has undertaken to work
with a local community. The role could also be taken by a employee of a local
council, provided they are given the freedom to act, or a housing association
with a desire to see change in their operations. In the RUSS project it was
a former resident of Walters Way who felt they should help make affordable
housing available to wider groups.
In addition a suitable site, or group of sites are required. It is often the case
that those sites identified are already difficult to develop and it should not be
assumed that any site which is surplus is viable. Once more detailed building
designs are developed the number of possible homes may be considerably
smaller than those initially envisaged. There are some notable successes like
Walters Way, which was considered too steeply sloping for a conventional
people-get-to-design-their-citys-future/ (Accessed: April 2021).
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developer, but was able to be developed by individuals using the Segal
Method. Brownfield sites can contain complications that might derail a selfbuild group. At Church Grove, for example, issues such as the narrow street
providing the only access and the flood risk from the River Ravensborne
added substantially to the cost were not helpful to delivering the project
quickly or cheaply. In the case study project at Harman Street Estate the
location in a Conservation Area has resulted in substantial planning delays.
These potentially complex issues need to be tackled with some innovative
architectural proposals. Urban sites, with various former uses and neighbours
close by will require considerable thought. A one-size-fits all solution is
unlikely to be able to be used without substantial modifications. The Enfield
sites designed by Peter Barber provide excellent examples of how ideas can
be adapted to suit complex sites.
An effective public engagement strategy will pay big dividends. Not only is
it important to find willing participants in a future self-build housing project
but the neighbours may not be keen to be accommodating despite the fact
significant needs may be being met. At Church Grove the existing residents
objections added considerably to costs. A project like Future Hoxton can
be used to positively engage with local stakeholders before objections are
made. Such events can also produce unforeseen additional help and funds

The research undertaken here provides some insight into the potential for
success in self-building on small sites and also some of the pitfalls. The
exploration of possible sites in Hoxton, and the case studies in Enfield
indicate the sort of land available in London. It is very likely that similar
sites exist in other cities in the United Kingdom and their suburbs. The
documented exchanges with the planning officers in Hackney Council give a
clear indication of the sorts of issues which are likely to arise in small urban
sites. Future Hoxton provides a template for potential public engagement
which, although an interpretation of ideas from the urban rooms movement,
was able to be highly inclusive and generate some new proposals whilst
engaging with politicians.
Ultimately it is the success of projects which is most valuable in promoting
self-building as a method for tackling small sites. Thus the imperative remains
to continue to advocate and facilitate the development of the site at Harman
Street Estate and other similar sites in Hoxton whilst continuing to follow
projects like that at Church Grove.

Project funding needs to be given particular attention. The need to fund
not only a building project but also feasibility studies, public engagement
projects and planning advice should be considered at the outset.
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