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Scope
Context and exposition on London planning & 
housing: what I can see happening in 
London/Britain

The concept of agglomeration:
 + and – aspects
How an optimum could ever be identified & acted 

upon

interplay with Rent: divergent theorisations

2

Global warming and biological crises,
Covid & Brexit produce new experiences, 
perceptions and crisis.
What are the prospects for challenges?
Just Space community-sourced recovery plan



Agglomeration

Mainstream concept

Larger concentrations of people and business in cities generate economies 
(cost reductions) for enterprises
•Via proximity to similar firms (gossip, larger labour pools, specialisation)
•Via proximity to complementary firms (better supply chains)
•Support for better infrastructure (airports, universities)

But…
Diseconomies flowing from
•Congestion and pollution
•Increased travel times/costs
•Rents, displacement, insecurity

Critiques not well-developed; 
Incidence is ignored: who gains, who loses?
Optimum can be imagined but no mechanism to achieve it.
[Fragments in geography of uneven development, European Spatial 
Development Perspective (ESDP), gender studies, equalities ]
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Rent theory: two schools of thought
Mainstream: rent and land value issues are seen in simple versions as 
supply/demand balance problems: if rent/prices are too high “we” must simply 
build more.

In more sophisticated versions, rents & land values are modelled as the 
outcomes of multi-factor attributes of properties interacting with preferences: 
location and accessibility, property size, proximity to good schools, 
environment and so on.

State mainly enters as a constraint on demand being met, managing 
externalities.

Marx / Harvey etc: rent is based in the social relations of ownership of land 
and the relative power of owners and users (both businesses and households). 
Distinct forms of rent can (re-)distribute surplus value between landlords and 
capitalists and among different classes of capitalists. Rent can also, crucially, 
play a role in the class struggles between labour and capital via the cost and 
security of housing.

State constituting & enforcing markets, structuring power relations, unblocking 
contradictions, doing infrastructure, bearing risks. 4



UK in 
context: 
the only 
rich nation 
state where 
GDP has 
grown 
while 
wages 
declined
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Slightly misleading because the richest UK region (Inner London West) is under-bounded. But broad picture 
accurate enough.

#BrexitGeographies
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Size of financial sector
Bank of England
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UK tangible assets
Value of UK 
tangible assets: 
ONS UK Tangible Assets: market value
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UK tangible assets
Value of UK 
tangible assets: 
ONS UK Tangible Assets: market value
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UK tangible assets
Value of UK 
tangible assets: 
ONS UK Tangible Assets: market value
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UK tangible assets
Value of UK 
tangible assets: 
ONS 

UK Tangible Assets: market value
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housing has become less affordable

Ratio of mean house price to estimated median earnings in London

Sources: New Earnings Survey (NES) prior to 1997 and ASHE workplace-based earnings from 1997 to 2014. 
ONS simple average house prices, 1969-2014.  
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before
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after
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Current London policy imperatives
• The London Plan is built on the absolute imperative of adding 65,000 

dwellings per year (compared with 36,000 recently) 
• This is the logic to drive the 2021 Plan…
• Increasing density (almost) everywhere 
• Rebuilding shopping centres for dense housing

– Displacing enterprises, jobs, services
• Displacing MORE work-space/industry

– enterprises, jobs and services
• Taking common space for private housing use
• Redevelopment of social housing estates

– Displacing tenants & shrinking social housing stock
• Reinforcing central London and longer commuting by building more 

railways (Crossrail 2)
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Narrative: growth reinforced by policy

x
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Commuting area

21



Green belt and conservation areas
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… with London specialising in financial and business services …

Source: GLA Economics based on data from the ONS Business Register and Employment Survey (BRES) and 
ONS Regional Gross Value Added (GVA) series

London’s broad sectors: Index of Specialisation and share of London’s output
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Rent does much more than simply reflect accessibility to 
the centre

Land captures:
differences in 
schools
air quality
landscape
local services;
any local monopoly;
extra density

25



Today: London phenomena 
• Overcrowding growing – revealed by Covid-19
• Homelessness growing – but Covid measures took people off street
• Space standards low (m2) – but Covid drives those who can afford space
• Low output of low-rent housing compared with “need”: backlog grows
• Rising prices, even now with credit less easy
• Huge growth of private renting: insecure and un-regulated
• Diverts investment from productive uses
• Extinguishes much of the existing economy through loss of premises
• Feeds inequality by enriching owners at expense of non-owners
• State spending on infrastructure very costly & centralising
• State spending on housing benefits very costly (even after cuts)
• Symptoms of a severe crisis for low- and middle-income workers
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Property relations in the UK - interpretation

• weakened manufacture
• cheapening of imports lowers 

reproduction costs (China etc)
• geographical concentration of 

asset values, growth in SE
• taxation favours owners (REITS, 

tax breaks for landlords, owner-
occupiers)

• rent controls & security, removed 
in private rent housing 1980s

• long history of leases favourable 
to landlords, heightened by 
cladding crisis

• Financialisation wider and 
deeper (care homes, utilities, 
privatisation generally)

• widening inequality (both cause 
and effect)

– inter-generation transfers
– gender inequalities
– inter-class transfers
– Inter-region divergence

• breakdown of pension system
– so people buy more property

• easy credit (pre-crash)
– for owner-occupation housing
– For investors in rental housing
– for commercial property

• It is a class struggle, but not a 
simple one because of the 
fragmentation of working 
class by housing tenure 
forms
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Wider and deeper commodification of urban space

• direct privatisation
– social housing
– PFI health, schools, prisons
– Utilities: water, telecom,
– care homes, fire engines

• property market mediates 
access to…

– schools
– green environments
– air quality etc

• how does reproduction work in 
such a place?

– sucking in from abroad
– long-haul commuting
– Overcrowding, homelessness
– subsidies to rents
– BUT these subsidies being cut > 

London is dramatically segregating
• What role is the crisis playing?

– further entrenching rent as a claim 
on social surplus

– lowering real wages

See Lapavitsas and Louis Moreno – in bibliography
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Perspectives from rent theory
• Landownership v productive capital

– Growing direct tensions (space, rent, retail collapse)
– Indirect tensions via worker housing

• Capital/land v workers
– Pressure on real disposable incomes from housing rent 

& purchase costs
– Expulsion of workers to periphery and beyond
– Losses of services, spaces, community, industry

• Contradictions for the state
– Paying welfare benefits to reduce risk for landlords
– Heavy infrastructure costs of supporting agglomeration 29



Crossrail 1, opens 2018 2019 2021 2022
Cost about £16bn
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Crossrail2
starts ?2020
or ?2023
or never?

Expected to cost 
£30 bn & increase 
values of existing 
homes by £60 bn
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Re-structuring class – occupations 2001-11 
(Hudson)

Red: 
occupations 
moving up

Blue: 
occupations 
moving down
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London: housing 
• Massive inequality of income & 

wealth
• Shrinking stock of non-market 

housing
• Backlog of un-met need grows

• Plans prioritise growth of jobs & of 
(total) housing output

• Immense profit to be made from 
market housing

• Displacement of council estates & 
low- & middle-income tenants by 
rental market pressures + public 
policy
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Elephant and Castle: the Heygate Estate
- an extreme case of state-sponsored 
gentrification
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Heygate estate (1970± (above)) now 
demolisshed
And being replaced by Lend Lease 
corporation (left). 
http://elephantamenity.wordpress.com/
1100 social housing units replaced with
2300 of which 71 socially-rented
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https://youtu.be/M1s4U2VFsek



September 2021: Britain’s first covered shopping mall at 
Elephant and Castle is demolished
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Greenwich peninsula proposals
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Vauxhall Nine Elms Battersea (VNEB) Opportunity Area in 2017, with 
US embassy, square, in the centre.
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Project by Rebecca Ross, Central St Martins

41



Finally…

• Covid-19
– Reveals inequality & some solutions
– Undermines agglomeration imperative, WFH
– Localises retail as people shop online, travel less
– Crisis for public transport which depended on fares

• Brexit
• Global climate crisis

• Just Space generates a Recovery Plan 2022
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Brexit
Explaining the Brexit vote – very little

Vulture capital seeking chaos to exploit
Some mainstream capital ending protection of labour & 
environment
Failure of left to offer a challenge to neo-liberal hegemony
Scapegoating foreigners
An un-planned coalition; not simple

What is Brexit doing to London so far?
What are the prospects for London?

Graphic:  @BillyBragg
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Brexit effects so far 
• Serious reinforcement of xenophobia, legitimation of racism, divisions 

within classes
• Labour shortages as deportations, the threat of deportations and 

generalised fear / feeling unwelcome, begin to bite. High level and low 
level skills all affected. 

• Desperation among sections of capital: manufacturing (esp aerospace, 
vehicles, pharma), agriculture and food; logistics; construction

•  Freeze of investment in these branches, except in training
•  Alternative plans being made
• Slight downturn in prices of London housing, led by the luxury end of 

market; ? crash on the way. But falling value of £ works the other way.
• Serious declines in investment (apart from land and property 

speculation). 
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Industrial investment, always low & dwarfed by property, 
shrank in Financial Crisis and went negative with Brexit 
and Covid
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Working from home?
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prospects

• analysis predicting worst effects of actual brexit will be in 
manufacturing sectors and thus other regions, with London less 
affected. Existing huge disparities between areas would grow worse. 
Johnson Government adopts “Levelling Up” slogan. Now ? dropped.

• Financial and related sectors: clear signs of financial market firms 
moving staff and trading activity: Paris, Lux, FF, Dublin but also NY, 
Singapore, HK. Final extent of all this not clear. Financial sector and 
London business optimists confident that the unique features of 
London’s agglomeration will survive, including its legal, accountancy 
and consultant roles.

• Insurance expected to be less affected than investment banking, forex 
and so on.

• Pessimism in the architecture/planning/engineering export sector, also 
in performance arts and music. 
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Recovery Plan 2022





Climate & bio crises
• Building stock

– Retrofitting
– Re-use/demolition

• Transport
– Air travel
– Commuting
– Air quality

• Economy
– Growth/degrowth
– De-globalisation
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Links 
• Official London Plan 2021 material at https://www.london.gov.uk/what-

we-do/planning/london-plan/new-london-plan/london-plan-2021
• GLA current activity on London Planning 

http://www.london.gov.uk/programmes-strategies/planning/planning-
london-programme

• JustSpace.org.uk community-led Recovery Plan / also many 
publications.

• Jennifer Robinson & Kattya Attuyer, OPDC capturing value, London 
style, in International Journal of Urban and Regional Research IJURR 
2020 https://bit.ly/39hx4il

• Email Michael Edwards for guidance / further reading. 
M.Edwards@ucl.ac.uk 

• In DPU speak to Barbara Lipietz or Tim Wickson about their work with 
Just Space.

• Further reading on next slide

https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/planning/london-plan/new-london-plan/london-plan-2021
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/planning/london-plan/new-london-plan/london-plan-2021
http://www.london.gov.uk/programmes-strategies/planning/planning-london-programme
http://www.london.gov.uk/programmes-strategies/planning/planning-london-programme
http://justspace.org.uk/
https://bit.ly/39hx4il
mailto:M.Edwards@ucl.ac.uk%20?subject=query%20from%20JS%20briefing


Edwards, Michael (2016 April) The Housing Crisis and London, in Special Feature on London edited by Anna 
Minton and Paul Watt, City 20(2) https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13604813.2016.1145947

Michael Edwards exchanges with Ian Gordon (LSE) in London Plan EiP and in blogs about density:
Edwards: https://michaeledwards.org.uk/2019/03/05/
Gordon: https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/lselondon/london-plan-eip-day16-m39/

Owen Hatherley, The government of London, New Left Review, April 2020
And a book-length version 2020 Red Metropolis: socialism and the government of London

On London informal economy, ethnic and gender dimensions, our expert is Dr Myfanwy Taylor in Bartlett 
Svhool of Planning. Her publications are at https://www.ucl.ac.uk/bartlett/planning/people/myfanwy-taylor

Michael Edwards publications list at https://michaeledwards.org.uk/publications-list

David Harvey The Urbanization of Capital and The Limits to Capital;  

Manuel B. Aalbers & Brett Christophers (2014) Centring Housing in Political Economy, Housing, Theory and 
Society, 31:4, 373-394, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14036096.2014.947082

Ball, M, V. Bentivegna, M Edwards and M Folin, Eds. (2018 June) Land Rent, Housing and Urban Planning: a 
European perspective London, Routledge Revivals (reprint of 1985 original)

My approach to UK land, rent, housing is written up in
Edwards, Michael (2015) Prospects for land, rent and housing in UK cities, Working Paper 18, Foresight 
Future of Cities Project, Government Office for Science, free download 
from https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/future-of-cities#working-papers and 
http://societycould.wordpress.com
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