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London’s essential character is as a city of 
‘Urban Villages’. Unlike other major cities 
London did not suburbanise along great 
planned boulevards and the development 
of dense gridded urban quarters. Instead, 
the rapid growth we experienced in the 
19th century was far less formal, as the city 
swallowed the villages and commons that 
surrounded it, and as a result developed a 
much looser form of urbanism. Growth was 
also dictated and supported by the expansion 
of our public transport system, an aspect 
which is still critical today, to the ongoing 
growth of our city in a sustainable manner.

The Urban Village quality is an important 
factor in the ‘liveability’ and attraction of 
London, not only to Londoners but people 
from all over the world. This land use 
pattern is also a driver of economic renewal 
and growth. Businesses such as those in 
the creative and technology industries, 
critical to the future economy, have a 
strong track record of gravitating to mixed 
use, highly textured neighbourhoods like 
Soho, Islington and Hackney.  In our Urban 
Village high streets, we are seeing a revival 
of entrepreneurial retailers, pointing to an 
increasing desire on the part of city dwellers 
for diversity and the ability to live and work 
locally, and on the part of businesses for 
affordable start up/growth business space 
with good local amenities.

What lessons can we learn from London’s 
Urban Villages, and how can we use these 
lessons to inform a new wave of growth across 
the city, within our suburban centres?
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LONDON’S SECOND TIER 
TOWNS OPPORTUNITY

Within legislation the Government’s recent 
Housing White Paper provided clear support 
for the importance and opportunity afforded 
by transport nodes, for intensification 
of development in the most sustainable 
locations. From a sustainability perspective, a 
more self-contained urban footprint in which 
people can live and work locally, thereby 
reducing the need to commute or to travel 
to meet daily needs, is a highly desirable 
attribute. This was something Savills’ recent 
research paper ‘Completing London’s Streets’, 
commissioned by Cabinet Office, identified 
as a major opportunity for accommodating 
growth. Alongside the national level activity, 
the current London Plan also focuses on 
growth through intensification of our  
suburban centres, in order to meet the  
city’s housing need.

The suburban centres of London are often 
already the focus for public transport, retail 
and community services, with a greater mixed 
urban form than the surrounding residential 
suburbs, and as such a greater capacity, 
in design terms, to accommodate revised 
forms of development. These locations have 
however suffered in recent years due to the 
period of massive disruption that retail has 
gone through, with the rise of online trading. 
A challenge which is only recently beginning 
to stabilise as bricks and mortar and digital 
retail channels become more integrated  
and complementary.

Nationally, high quality character retail 
streets, such as those seen in our London 
Urban Villages, are thriving, with the revival 
of shopping local and seeking diversity and 
quality through independent operators.

Given all of the above, getting the relationship 
right between accessibility and the retail 
offer, is essential if we are going to create 
successful places through intensification.



WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM LONDON’S URBAN VILLAGES? | 5MIPIM 2017

As such, we believe there is much to learn 
from some of our more successful Urban 
Villages, to inform both how we maximise  
the opportunities afforded by our second  
tier towns in the outer Boroughs, but also  
how we drive development of new local 
centres in major regeneration and new 
community developments.

This year we have teamed up with 4orty Asset 
Management, a leading retail consultancy 
operating across the city, and Rightmove to 
undertake research into the nature of success 
in London’s Urban Villages.

The research is currently ongoing and set to 
be released this summer, and will seek to take 
on the following questions;

• What can we learn from  
London’s traditional and  
emerging Urban Villages,  
to inform this intensification?

• How has their attractiveness to 
buyers withstood the test of time?

• How has a considered, curated 
retail offer, provided a location with 
sufficient opportunity to deliver 
wider improved placemaking?

• How can independent and 
entrepreneurial businesses 
influence a place’s success?

• To what extent can this retail 
strategy be isolated to understand 
its impact on residential values?

In the following pages, we set out some of  
our initial thinking.
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DENSITY VS PUBLIC TRANSPORT 
ACCESSIBILITY LEVEL (PTAL)

Previously, for the London Real Estate 
Forum, we produced the following 
maps of London, which focus on the 
secondary and tertiary centres across 
London, and seek to highlight where 
low density and high accessibility 
converge. 

For the purposes of the study, we 
excluded areas with an abnormal 
pattern of development i.e. High PTAL 
/ density development associated with 
central London; and Low PTAL / density 
of development in outer London such as 
Metropolitan Open Land, Green Belt and 
Heathrow Airport. We then applied a 
weighting of 25% for existing high PTAL 
rating and 75% for lower household 
density (in relation to the study area). 

Obviously, each centre is different, not 
only in terms of character but also land 
ownership, retail function and public 
transport accessibility, and although 
this study is now nearly two years old, 
the same principles apply. The clear 
‘hotspots’ of opportunity for signifi cant 
intensifi cation in a sustainable manner 
emerge, including Harrow, Hounslow 
and Romford.
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DENSITY VS PTAL IN THE FUTURE

Taking this to the next stage, we then 
tested the effect of public transport 
intervention, i.e. the opening of 
CrossRail 1 and 2, Thameslink and HS2. 
This shows how existing hotspots could 
offer even greater potential.

If we were to add to this the more 
recently announced London river 
crossings, we would see this map 
evolve again to highlight further 
hotspot opportunities.
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A RETAIL STRATEGY FOR  
ASPIRING LOCAL CENTRES?

Marylebone High Street in the mid 90’s 
was a far cry from the quality retailing 
environment it is now, with over a 3rd of the 
shops vacant. Over the last 15 years, and led 
by the majority property owner, the Howard 
de Walden Estate, it has been curated into 
not only a functioning high street, but also 
one of London’s top retail destinations 
and one of the city’s most desirable (and 
expensive) residential locations. 

This pattern has subsequently been 
reflected across several of our city’s high 
streets, from Lamb’s Conduit Street to 
Dulwich and Wanstead. 

Working alongside 4orty Asset Management 
and Rightmove, we are working on research 
that will enable us to quantify the potential 
uplift in residential values, a considered 
retail strategy can secure. A simple 
residential cost analysis is shown here,  
with some of London’s best performing 
Urban Villages highlighted in red.
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From this initial study, we have selected 
several locations to look at in more detail. 
Clearly appeal and residential values 
within the city are affected by a plethora of 
factors, from proximity to public transport 
and open space, to quality of schools and 
retail. We plan to look specifically at the 
impact the provision of a high quality, local 
retail offer has in driving residential values 
and the popularity of neighbourhoods. By 
considering successful locations where 
the value uplift effect can be observed, we 
can then contrast the residential values 
with those in case studies where similar 
locational qualities exist but the retail 
component is not as strong.

From this and our wider preliminary 
research, there are clear lessons within 
our Urban Villages that are worth exploring 
in terms of the type of retail offer and 
approach. This summer we plan to 
present these and the manner in which 
they can inform not only our strategy 
for intensification in London, but also as 
guidance for major regeneration and new 
settlement proposals who are seeking to 
deliver successful local centres.

To be the first to hear about  
this research work as it  
unfolds, do contact us on  
info@bartonwillmore.co.uk  
or follow the hashtag 
#RealStreetsReport.

mailto:info@bartonwillmore.co.uk
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