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Mr Chris Mason

City Planning and Built Environment

Westminster City Council

City Hall 

64 Victoria Street

London 

SW1E 6QP

26 February 2010
Dear Mr Mason,

WESTMINSTER WAY – PUBLIC REALM STRATEGY (DECEMBER 2009)
The Westminster Property Association (WPA) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the “Westminster Way” and “Trees and the Public Realm” draft supplementary planning documents.

WPA represents the largest land and property owners, investors and developers within the City of Westminster including the central London estates who play a key role in the stewardship, management and development of the public realm within the City in partnership with the City Council and other stakeholders. WPA members therefore have a particular interest in the Westminster Way SPD.
Strategic Principles
WPA supports the strategic principles, objectives and themes within the draft document which build upon the 2004 strategy. WPA recognises and supports the need for a consistent high quality urban design approach to the public realm and which reflects the historic character of significant parts of the City. 
The Westminster Code and Palette are supported in principle, recognising the City’s established context. However, it is vital that the code and palette are not unduly prescriptive to allow flexibility within sub-areas with differing character or Opportunity Areas (eg: Victoria/Paddington/Tottenham Court Road) where an alternative more contemporary approach may be the most appropriate.

The public realm strategy is to apply to both public and privately owned and managed public realm. Whilst WPA supports the high quality and consistent approach to public realm, including materials, this will inevitably have financial implications. Where public realm contributions/enhancements are generated through increases in floorspace in accordance with the City Council’s Planning Obligations SPG formula, increases in quality and cost will impact upon the scope of what can be delivered.
The need for consistency in approach between public and private public realm (which often inter-link) is essential to prevent a patchwork approach to the public realm which in our experience continues to occur in the context of individual planning applications in parts of the City. The aspiration for the palette of materials within the draft SPD is not currently reflected in many planning decisions where there is no SPG public realm requirement. In these cases re-instatement of existing paving is all that is currently required.

A strategic approach to integrated public / privately owned public realm is occurring via agreements between the largest Estates and developers. It is suggested, however, that the City Council co-ordinates the public realm strategy throughout the City in co-operation with landowners and the full range of stakeholders, including utility companies, to ensure a co-ordinated approach. 

A system of financial pooling to deliver wider public realm objectives would be welcomed.
Detailed Matters
The approach in respect of commerce on the street is generally supported, recognising the activity associated with street activity but reducing street clutter, ensuring higher quality stalls and structures and ensuring design quality which complements rather than detracts from the environmental quality of the area as a whole. 

Somewhat surprisingly, there is no explicit reference within the document to Pedicabs. WPA understands that it is proposed to give pedicabs some recognition through establishing traffic orders in the West End. WPA wishes to identify strong concern regarding this approach. Large parts of the West End already suffer from pedicabs congregating. 

WPA considers that pedicabs are dangerous and detract from the high quality environmental quality principles set out within Sections 13 and 14 of the draft SPD and the ORB masterplan as a whole. Pedicabs should not be provided formal recognition and should be actively discouraged within central Westminster.

We are also concerned over the omission in the document of certain other street features which can be unwelcome.  These include hard-selling charity collectors (“chuggers”), sandwich board advertisers, street performers and unsightly temporary or moveable installations such as litter and recycling bins.  These raise a number of complicated issues and policies are required to overcome the resultant street clutter and adverse impact on the street scene especially in historic areas.

WPA supports the draft SPD upon trees and the public realm encouraging additional street trees in appropriate locations subject to detailed species considerations. WPA agrees that this should not be to the detriment of safe and efficient pedestrian movements upon the footway.

The public art chapter is supported although developers should be provided with sufficient flexibility in formulating their public art strategy to embrace the City Council’s agenda in an innovative manner having regard to the site location and context.

We trust that our comments will be given due consideration in finalising the supplementary planning documents.
Yours sincerely
Robert Noel

Chairman - WPA
Cc:
Councillor Robert Davis DL 

