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All roads lead to Rome. Or at least, the more I think about 

spatial planning, the more I end up thinking about transport, 

to the point where I am convinced that Local Plans and 

Transport Strategies should become one document. Here’s 

why.  

Anywhere outside of London, the key linkage would be the 

need to create non-car dependent housing development so the 

sites you choose for housing would be within existing urban 

settlements or, at a push, on the urban fringe. I looked at the 

West of England plan and I was not the only person horrified to 

discover they were proposing a series of low-density, car-

dependent garden towns along A-roads, despite there being 

very large amounts of inefficiently used brownfield land, partic-

ularly within the Bristol area. Somewhere else someone was 

drafting the transport strategy, the slogan for which was 

“Connecting people and places for a vibrant, inclusive and car-

bon neutral West of England.” 

This issue of location does apply in London to an extent, for 

instance in outer London boroughs where some are considering 

using Green Belt locations for development. But mostly the 

linkages in London are slightly different. Though no less impor-

tant! 

 

Space 

Cars and parking take up an enormous amount of space. 

London boroughs are tasked with finding sites for housing 

and often some of the most obvious sites are low-rise super-

markets and retail parks, usually with extensive surface car 

parks. They make exceptionally inefficient use of space and 

can be redeveloped to create mixed-use communities with 

the same amount of, or more, commercial space along with 

upwards of 200 new residential units per hectare.  

By removing or restricting parking in particular, we can 

reclaim a huge amount of space.  

If these new residential units are built ‘car-free’, with little or 

no space given to parking for private cars, even more space is 

created. It might be argued that people need cars. But half of 

London households don’t have a car (one third in Outer 

London) and much of London’s existing housing stock has 

access to parking. If it is felt that people must have access to 

cars, then boroughs can encourage car-share schemes.  

If parking at the supermarket or retail park is needed, to be 

more efficient with space, the obvious answer is to put it in a 

basement, ground floor, rooftop or multi-storey parking. But if 

you’re planning to reduce car trips to retail sites, actually what 

you want to do is restrict space given to parking and promote 

walking, cycling and public transport instead.  

There would need to be delivery options for larger items 

which leads to another link – the need to plan delivery hubs 

much more carefully to avoid inefficient delivery systems. These 

are starting to happen in some parts of London now.  

 

Neighbourhood and district centre planning 

If we are planning for less car use, which the Mayor’s 

Transport Strategy states we are, we need to plan something 

like what the Paris Mayor is calling the 15 minute city, where 

every resident can meet their essential needs within a short 

walk or bike ride. 

Back to London, that means that Local Plans need to be cen-

trally concerned with establishing local neighbourhood, district 
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and town centres, hopefully with their own distinct character 

and preferably attractive places not dominated by cars, not least 

because local shops will do better as people stay longer and 

spend more money.  

If transport and spatial planning come together anywhere, it’s 

here – it’s in the assumptions we make about how people will 

live. Do we work on the assumption that trips will be made by 

car? Do we assume people want to travel by car? Are we inad-

vertently assuming people are able to get around in a car? 

We need to cater for elderly and young people and people on 

low incomes who are much less likely to have a car; for the chil-

dren and young people who need to be independent; for the 

people who might otherwise become isolated because they 

don’t drive and for whom local centres are also an important 

social centre; for the people who want to live somewhere where 

they are not tied into the financial burden or environmental con-

sequences of owning a car, and can walk, cycle and use public 

transport instead.  

If the Local Plan and Transport Strategies are also supporting 

local health strategies, then creating a city where most of what 

you need is walkable or cyclable is also clearly vital, hence the 

Mayor’s ‘Healthy Streets’ approach.  

Public realm 

Spatial planning around streetscene and public realm also 

changes if approached from the point of view that cars will not 

be the main mode of transport and that the creation of more 

pedestrianised public realm is a good thing for health, wellbe-

ing and vibrant local economic centres. Roads sever communi-

ties, create danger, pollution and noise and discourage the 

dawdling and relaxation which are positive for neighbourhood 

and district centres: people spend more time when places are 

less dominated by cars.  

There are so many roads which just don’t need to be roads. 

Parking can usually be placed elsewhere or restricted and 

reduced which will of course also serve to discourage car trips 

and indeed car ownership. Grosvenor Square in central London, 

currently being redesigned is an interesting example of a space 

which could be public realm but which by default became owned 

by traffic. The front of Buckingham Palace, Trafalgar Square and 

Somerset House have been reclaimed. The Mall, closed to traffic 

on Sundays, creates an enormous piece of public realm, albeit 

once a week.  >>>
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Tackling open green space deficiency  

London has only just over half the open green space it needs 

for a population its size according to Fields in Trust’s Green 

Space Index (fieldsintrust.org/green-space-index).  

It might sound improbable, but the aspect of spatial plan-

ning which deals with ensuring people have access to parks and 

play spaces is now becoming inextricably linked with transport 

strategy. In areas where people have poor access to parks or 

play space, streets are being turned into parks. Camden is turn-

ing Alfred Place into a Park. Lambeth has turned a street into a 

safe play space and attractive walking route.  

In the wake of the coronavirus lockdown, as part of the 

Streetspace for London plan, the Mayor has said: “Temporary / 

experimental LTNs [Low Traffic Neighbourhoods – residential 

areas where through-traffic has been removed by installing 

modal filters, or bollards] must offer safe, attractive environ-

ments for walking and cycling. …. Key principles behind the 

location of temporary LTNs are to [first bullet]: Offer outdoor 

space that can be used more easily in locations of limited public 

and private green space.” So there it is: streets can be parks. As 

part of our Mayoral Election Manifesto, we were calling for 

streets to be made into parks so we’re delighted this now has 

recognition.  

 

Modeshift 

Shifting people away from taking car trips which could easily 

be made by other modes, or shifting them away from car 

ownership altogether, can’t really be done unless spatial plan-

ning supports it. It can’t be done through transport strategy 

alone. Most fundamentally it requires a different approach to 

parking provision and the space given to it. But then it also 

means incrementally shifting people towards the idea that 

there are alternatives to car ownership – part of which is 

about structuring places around walking and cycling, building 

new homes ‘car-free’ and working towards the 15 minute city 

approach.  

My heart sank when Richmond Council recently permitted a 

development at the old Stag Brewery in Mortlake with 700 

spaces for private car parking in a location which is wedged 

between the Thames and a railway line and already has dreadful 

traffic problems. It ought to have been clear to the developer 

long before they purchased the site that they should be propos-

ing car-free development. But apparently the exact opposite is 

the case and adding more cars and parking into London is OK. 

Which let’s face it, it is not. n 

Alice Roberts is Head of Green Space Campaigns at CPRE London. She coordi-

nates the London Boroughs Healthy Streets Scorecard Coalition – a group of 

transport, environment, road safety and health campaigners supporting 

London’s boroughs to deliver the Mayor’s Transport Strategy targets. 
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Streets can be transformed 

into local parks and 

playspaces
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