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2nd February 2016 

Dear Hadley Property Group 

South Grove pre-application proposals 

We are a local, voluntary group of architects and design professionals living and working in 
the area who are committed to improving the design of our local environment.  We do this 
as constructively as possible through public events, as well as commenting on schemes 
before and during planning.  We do not consider ourselves to be arbiters of good or bad 
design, but we have strong experience of design processes and the issues that need to be 
considered during design if successful buildings and public realm are to be the result.  Our 
members include senior architects of well-respected practices, Design Council CABE Built 
Environment Experts and RIBA Client Advisers.  We offer our comments on these issues on 
South Grove in the hope that the proposals can be reconsidered and adjustments made prior 
to a planning application, which we believe would result in a much improved scheme.  We 
previously made comments on the scheme as individuals and have now coordinated our 
thoughts in this letter.  It is not clear in your public material how previous comments have 
been taken into account and we would greatly appreciate a specific response to the points 
below so that we can understand how they will be considered in the forthcoming planning 
application.   

We would like to be clear that we fully support in principle the development of this under-
used site, as a medium-high density mixed-use scheme.  Our comments relate to how this 
can be achieved in a way that is most sustainable in the long term so that South Grove can 
be as well-loved as the rest of Walthamstow by current and future residents.  

Quantum of development, Density and Design 

Four key pieces of policy context are most relevant: The Council’s recently adopted Design 
Charter, the South Grove Supplementary Planning Document (SPD), The London Housing 
Design Guide (incorporated in the Mayor’s Housing SPD) and the National Planning Policy 
Framework (NPPF). 

We believe that many of our detailed comments result from a mis-match between the 
amount (volume) of development envisaged in the South Grove SPD and the current scheme 
proposals.  We understand that there are viability issues relating to this difference, a point 
that we made in our response to the SPD itself.  However, the NPPF supports ‘sustainable’ 
development, which is defined in terms of a balance between economic, social and 
environmental considerations.  Our biggest concern is that the economic expediency of this 
site in the short term should not be allowed to override the social and environmental 
considerations in the longer term for a scheme that should be expected to last for 50 to 100 
years or more.   

The SPD does not provide a fixed volume of development for the site, though it clearly 
indicates a volume in the 3D views and descriptions of heights of buildings, which is 



significantly less than that shown in the proposal.  We also note that the density calculations 
refer to the GLA PTAL (Public Transport Accessibility Level) ratings, but categorise the site as 
‘central’; we believe this is incorrect and that it should be ‘urban’.  Both of these policies are 
guidance and we understand that there is not a clear amount of development that is fixed in 
policy for this site.  However, the established tests in planning for density all relate to 
impacts, such as mass, bulk, overshadowing, overlooking, daylight, sunlight etc.  What 
appears clear to us is that the scheme as currently designed is resulting in unacceptable 
impacts in all of these areas.   

A key principle of the SPD is that the site should be developed in such a form as to generate 
a varied townscape that responds to site conditions and to allow ‘sculpting’ of the blocks so 
that sunlight and daylight levels in the courtyards, to the windows of the homes and to the 
streets are at reasonable and enjoyable levels.  There is no daylighting study available as 
yet, but from experience we believe that these are significant shortcomings in the scheme as 
currently designed.  The scheme appears as a series of plot extrusions, rather than a 3-
dimensionally designed piece within an urban context and a wholly new development should 
not ‘blight’ itself through unresolved design.  The SPD footprint has been approximately 
followed, but with a very different approach to massing, which we find difficult to 
understand – if the massing is greatly increased, the plan should be quite different in 
response to what is a fundamentally different form.   

Along the railway line, the blocks appear to be designed with units around a central core, 
meaning that some units will have their primary aspect facing north.  Whilst these may have 
side windows and so technically not be ‘north-facing single aspect units’, we believe this 
does not meet with the spirit of the GLA’s housing standards and the high quality standards 
for housing required by the Design Charter.  North facing units are depressing and do not 
get enough quality sunlight; they are outright banned in some Borough’s Local Development 
Frameworks as well as being strongly resisted by the GLA’s Housing SPD.   The South Grove 
SPD has a more appropriate solution for this edge of the site that we believe should be 
followed.   

Waltham Forest’s Design Charter demands high standards in these areas and as an early 
major scheme to be submitted following its adoption, we believe South Grove should be an 
exemplar, rather than seeking to squeeze through on borderline technical compliance.   Our 
previous, individual comments referred point by point to the Design Charter and we enclose 
these again for reference.   

More detailed areas: Architectural design and materials 

In spite of some additional variation in materials and articulation between the tower and 
other buildings, the scheme remains relatively homogenous, with little apparent effort to 
distinguish buildings with different characters as the SPD suggests.  The use of ‘brick slips’ 
or fibre-cement tiles in brick patterns we believe often results in poor detailing as can be 
seen on the ‘Scene’ development.  In the longer term, we believe this material will age 
poorly unless it is very carefully detailed.    
The proposed brickwork detail panels seem arbitrarily placed and thought should be given 
to incorporating this patterning and relief elsewhere. In principle, these elements are 
welcomed and could provide a strong characteristic if developed further.  
 

The landmark tower is somewhat confused amongst the overall composition. Whilst we 
support a well-designed tall building at this apex of the site, the current design appears 
awkward and ill-proportioned. The bulk could be reduced to improve this, perhaps even 



gaining a few extra stories to aid this. It does not appear that many different options for the 
form of this element have been considered and explored.  The southeast corner of this 
tower appears to ‘pinch’ the narrow pavement at a crucial point.  

The ‘stop end’ to the south tapering building is a potentially strong compositional element 
and further exploration would be welcomed here. This small elevational aspect will present 
the principle gateway to the development and requires visual reinforcement. 

In general, we feel the landscaping needs to be considered as a connecting element with the 
surroundings and future development to the west and so indicative proposals outside of the 
application boundary should be explored.  

Car parking 

We support the principle of limiting car parking to minimise the traffic impact in the area, 
but we are concerned that a development of this scale (473 units) with no parking will 
simply impact on the parking in the surrounding streets unacceptably.  Zero car parking will 
also ‘narrow’ the market for these new homes, which may then not support a sustainable, 
mixed community.   

Precedents 

Whilst we believe the ‘Scene’ is a fantastic facility and a wonderful use of its town centre 
site, we believe that some of the detailed design is not of the highest possible standard as 
well as some of the other schemes shown.  There are better precedents available in London 
and we think these should be looked at carefully to help improve the design of this scheme.  
Some examples include: 

St Andrew’s, in Bromley-By-Bow, is a high density scheme sharing many characteristics with 
South Grove.  The streets and blocks are carefully designed and detailed to give varying 
characters and the units are unconventional forms to make the most of difficult situation 
created by the density.  The blocks are quite homogenous in form however and some 
daylighting at low levels is problematic.  Crucially, three different architects designed this 
scheme resulting in a natural variety and in terms of materials and detailing we think this is 
a good precedent. 

Bear Lane in Southwark by Panter Hudspith Architects is a high density scheme on a tight 
site.  It manages to resolve difficult density issues through imaginative design and detailing 
with a subtle variation in the form.   

There are many others contained in a guidebook we produced in 2014 as part of an 
architectural bus tour and this is available on our website. 
http://www.architectse17.wordpress.com 

We look forward to your response. 

Yours sincerely.  

 

Jonathan Crossley, chair 

http://www.architectse17.wordpress.com/


Roland Karthaus, co-chair 

 

James Dale, Treasurer 

Nicola Jacques, committee member 

  Karen Avery, committee member 

 

On behalf of Architects E17 committee 

 

 


