
Informal notes of discussion led by Cllr Rabina Khan at Fed meeting, December 2013

Rabina thanked the Federation for inviting her to the meeting.

She reminded us of the history of Council housing and programmes for its improvements. This began with the Royal Commission in 1885 and 
continued with the Housing of the Working Classes Act 1890, when Councils began looking at improving housing. The first Council estate was 
the Boundary estate in Tower Hamlets, built in 1900, which is now a conservation area.  In World War I, the authorities had been appalled by the 
poor physical health of recruits to the army.  In 1919, under the slogan “homes fit for heroes”, the Government required councils to build homes, 
with government grant to do so. The  Housing Act 1930 required Councils to slum clearance work.

Rabina had come to Tower Hamlets in 1991: the development that had taken place in the borough since then, as we all knew, is enormous.  

What lessons has this Administration learned about running major developments?

Housing is at the top of the Mayor’s list of priorities. The Administration wants to see developments to tackle the shortage of family housing and 
housing to meet special needs, e.g. housing for disabled people or older residents (who are, these days, reluctant to move out of larger 
properties as they doubt the smaller properties they would be offered would be nice homes and they are loathe to leave the community where 
they are settled).  The Administration has tried to work with communities to identify and satisfy need (though it has not been perfect).

The fact that developers are keen to do business in TH has helped the Administration, which has tried to stand firm in negotiations in order to 
obtain as much as possible for residents in return for planning permission.  Developers are always coming in to the Council to talk to planners, 
who have to make clear the sorts of things the Administration wants.  In these negotiations, the Administration’s Local Development Framework 
and the related supplementary planning documents are key.  What they set out determines the parameters of what can be negotiated.

The Mayor tries to get new build homes at affordable rents – that is, rents that tenants can afford. When the Government introduced the policy 
that social homes should be let at 80% of market rents (which they called “affordable rents”, though there was no implication that tenants could 
afford to pay them), the Mayor commissioned research which developed a list of “POD” rents: that is, a system of rents which, although they 
were higher than the original social housing rents (known as “target rents”), residents in each class of household could afford to pay.  The 
Administration has been using POD rents to oppose government “affordable” rents (rather than just refusing).  The Government has been 
hounding the Borough to accept the principle of market rent, but the Mayor has stood firm.  LB Islington has now followed LBTH’s lead and 
adopted the POD rent strategy.  

Developers have to provide social housing: 35% of their newbuild if the social housing is on site; or 50% if it is offsite.  They have to put this in 
their planning applications. 

Section 106 governs what developers give back in community gain in return for planning permission.  Planning officers have to negotiate on this. 
The developers give money which helps provide the infrastructure to support their developments e.g., GP surgeries, schools and transport.

In 2010, London Mayor  Boris Johnson introduced the “Community Infrastructure Levy” (CIL), to take some of the planning gain away from 
Councils.  Now when developers come in to negotiate planning applications, they have to give S106 money to LBTH, and they also have to pay 
the CIL.  TH generates a great deal of money as we have so much development.  But we are not allowed to keep it all: Crossrail takes some, and
CIL has some too.  CIL is like a tax in the style of the Sheriff of Nottingham: our money goes back to London Mayor.  Just now, there is a CIL 
consultation, in which London Boroughs are setting CIL levels.

LBTH can also negotiate on the rents which developers want to charge.  Some developers come in saying that they want to have “affordable” 
rents of the kind the government wants to see.  Our policy is to ask the developer to charge target rents in the first instance. If the developer 
objects, LBTH asks for the developer’s viability assessment and will consider accepting POD rents.

Development requires us to surrender our land: the Council needs to make sure that it and local people have a say on the future of that land. 
When Heseltine regenerated Tobacco Dock in the 1980s, for example, the planning took place behind closed doors.  The public could not even 
watch, let alone participate.  The planning of the Canary Wharf development was not open to the people either, and it did not carry local people 
with it.  The regeneration of the Isle of Dogs is welcome, but what has been built has not helped the people who lived there at the start of the 
development.  Even LBTH Planners were not allowed to attend most of the planning discussions, which were handled by the London Docklands 
Development Corporation (LDDC), so it is not a surprise the Borough and the people got so little out of it.  That is one of the reasons why LBTH 
now has Masterplans for major developments, so we lock our interest in the land into the development and can continue to have a say over its 
future.  

The Borough values resident engagement in Masterplans.  Rabina felt the Administration didn’t always get the channels for engagement right, 
and perhaps the Administration and the Fed should look into this further.

Under this Administration, there have been 100 or so regeneration schemes, which have generated some 4,000 affordable homes (and other 
homes too).  Resident involvement is very important, as this governs the kind of development we get.  For example, during the consultation on 
the Whitechapel Master Plan, residents in Durward Street made their views known and they were quickly taken out of the Plan.  It is the 
Borough’s Masterplan, there to protect us: while Crossrail and others will develop the area, with the Masterplan in place, they will have to keep 
coming back to LBTH if they want to change their plans.

The Olympics were supposed to give us a legacy, but in fact the development of the Olympic Village and Fish Island have given us lots of 
problems.  Rabina had spoken at a Parliamentary Committee about this and told them she objected to the limited amount of affordable housing in
the scheme in general and available to LBTH in particular.  Planning is handled by the London Legacy Development Committee (LLDC). Rabina 



had watched them pass plans for Fish Island in minutes, with so little discussion (for example, it was intended to build a primary school next to 
the A12 and only 4% of the housing was at POD rent) it was questionable whether the members had even read the documents.  On other 
applications (e.g., London Dock), LBTH had insisted on 30% affordable housing with a secondary school on site: why couldn’t the LLDC make 
demands like that, and maximise the benefit to the people?  Fish Island is important: the people of Bow need this area, and the LLDC has 
ignored the needs of Fish Island’s artistic community.

The Ocean estate was very run down.  Bengal House in particular was very bad!  The whole estate has now been done up!  The Administration 
worked hard on that estate.  The Sunday Times nominated it as the best council estate refurbishment.

Bishopsgate Goodsyard is being planned now - and it will be huge.  LBTH and LB Hackney are a shared planning authority for this and will be 
producing a joint planning document.

The Bromley by Bow Masterplan is there to benefit residents.  Newham will benefit from some of the planning, so they must pay for part of it.

On the Isle of Dogs, we have Wood Wharf and South Quay to deal with.

The Strategic Development Committee hears planning applications for large developments.  If an application is rejected, the developer can 
appeal to the GLA.  If the GLA sees the application is policy compliant, they will pass it.  However, developers tend to come back to the planning 
authority to agree revisions to their plans: this usually involves reducing the component of social housing and/or Section 106 planning gain - and 
these requests will often be granted on appeal.

Rabina said that she had also been asked to comment on whether the Borough should adopt a Private Landlord registration scheme.  She was 
looking into this.  LB Newham has one, but their needs are different from ours.  A Council has to show it has used all its other powers before it is 
able to set up such a scheme.  The Fairness Commission supported the establishment of such a scheme, but the Council would have to show 
the Secretary of State evidence that it had exhausted all its powers under other legislation before it would be able to set a scheme up.  It may be 
the best way to protect the many (and increasing number of) people now in the private rented sector - not least because private landlords can be 
manipulative.

Finally, Rabina mentioned that the Judicial Review on the question of whether London Councils could decide on the level of rents charged by 
developers (rather than accepting that the London Mayor could set all rent levels) would be heard in March or April next year.  She thought this 
was important, as government policy was fuelling an inflation in private rents.  She had asked Darren Johnson of the GLA to monitor the effects 
of government policy on private rents.  The policies which had an effect were all those on welfare benefits, but also those on introducing light 
touch regulation and the help to buy schemes.

Cllr Khan then answered questions from those present, as follows.

Mark Taylor:     The Whitechapel Masterplan is now in Boris’s Extended Opportunity Area.  Is there any chance of him trying to hijack LBTH’s 
planning powers?  
RK:      On Whitechapel, we have done our best to retain control for local people and their elected representatives.  We have led the way with our
Masterplan, and the major landowners (Crossrail, TfL, the Royal London Hospital, Royal Mail and Queen Mary) want to work with us.  
MT:    What is happening with the Fish Island Action Plan? There appears to be a consultation on whether to extend the area, and the LLDC 
Planning Committee seems to be writing its own Neighbourhood Plan to govern its subsequent planning decisions.
RK:    The Fish Island matter will go to the LLDC, which is a problem as committee members appear not to be interested in the detail of what is 
planned.  I have had to take on the LLDC’s predecessors when they have ignored local needs, and I shall take on anyone else who does so.
 
Private renter, Whitechapel:    If Whitechapel is developed, the rents will go up which will hit people like me (I am a private renter) and have a 
knock on effect on social housing tenants whose rent is set with reference to private rents.
RK:    It has been estimated that when Whitechapel is finished, there will be an 18.8% increase in land values.  That will affect rents.  This 
Administration fight for affordabvle homes.  Private rents are too high now.  There is speculation that we could end up like New York, which has 
areas where rents are kept down - but on the other hand, this Government has no appetite for controlling rents. 
We need a London wide understanding of what rent people can pay.  The Government has introduced a benefit cap – should we argue for rent 
cap?  This would ensure lots of people all had same chance to live in the places where it applied.  At the Fairness Commission Action Day, the 
GLA Member present was keen to look into this.  A “rent cap” seems to have potential as a campaign.

Cyril Farby:    The Evening Standard is advertising affordable homes in Bow - but they are for shared ownership.  Will local people really be able 
to buy those properties?  [LBTH Officer takes ES.]
RK:    Most developments include homes for sale.  Local people in housing need are seldom able to buy and too many of these homes are 
actually bought by investors, often from overseas. Flats in developments like Pan Pensinsula are often only lived in occasionally, when owners 
need a crash pad in London - they are investments as they rise in value, but then also save their owners paying hotel bills!  The Government has 
said that the country needs to build more homes, but too many of the ones being built will not be for us or our children but for overseas investors. 
I have asked officers to see if there is a product which we can get built but keep hold of.  This Administration received £16.5 million in New 
Homes Bonus because of our good building record: the Government realises we are good at building and it is now trying to take some of this 
Bonus back.

Terry McGrenera:    I went to the Bishopsgate Goodsyard inquiry.  It is still in outline, but I doubt there will be much affordable property of any 
kind.  Whitechapel needs a facelift and the Masterplan shows a bright new future (and the market does need to be covered and secure, as is 
planned). However, the workers (those who work there now, including market traders) seem to have been forgotten, as if they were an eyesore.  
At a London Tenants Fed meeting in King’s Cross, it became clear that developers will agree to anything to get the development started, but then
they come back and ask for changes to keep the development “viable”. It was suggested that these requests be scrutinised by an independent 
person.



RK:     Bishopsgate is at the preplanning stage, though the outline plan is there.  It’s all in the detail.  There is some property at affordable rent, 
but we are also trying to get apprenticeships and employment space.  Applications for amendment do need to be scrutinised: for example, if a 
developer claims a project is becoming unviable, we have to check that they have up-rated their estimates of the sale prices of properties.  
Whitechapel Market Traders have been part of the planning process.  They have been there for a long time: they are on TfL land, but LBTH is the
planning authority.  We do need to look at how developing the area can provide adequate parking for the market - and the hospital.

Glyn Robbins:    The main criticism which can be made of most Councils and the Government is that they do not do enough to defend and 
promote Council housing (Council, not social, housing, that is). As Rabina outlined in her list of sites, a volume of sites come on stream in TH: 
they have a high value, so developers are keen to develop them.  This Administration has built some Council houses, but will it get council homes
built on these new sites?  Section 106 money can be used for this, but it has never been done, not even by this Administration.
RK:    Yes, we do need more council housing - specifically council housing. The GLA has given us funds: we got the most in the latest bids to 
GLA.  The development of Poplar Baths and Haileybury will provide homes, and these will all be council homes (to be managed by THH).  I have 
been talking about increasing the borrowing level on the HRA.  If we can borrow more, we can build more.  We are trying to use S106 for council 
homes - but S106 is on its way out, to be replaced by CIL, so we can’t always use it.

Dean Morrison:    RK talks about trying to negotiate benefits for residents with developers, inkling a percentage of affordable housing.  For a 
medium sized development, apart from affordable housing, what else can be negotiated?
RK:    Even with middle sized developers, we negotiate for community gain.  For example, the London Dock development offered 18% of social 
housing (on and off site), arguing that because they had to provide a school this was all they could do.  In the end they increased their offer up to 
30% – but they have added an apprenticeship programme, money for a GP’s surgery and open space.  Our approach contrasts with the LLDC: 
when the Committee agreed the planning application the detail of the S106 programme was not even in the paperwork (and the Committee still 
voted the application through).

Jenny Fisher:    Properties for private rent have now come onstream in the Olympic Village. Rents appear to be so high that a tenant would need 
to be a higher rate taxpayer to end up paying less than half their income in rent.  Will RK check the calculation and publicise this, if true?
RK:    There is a strategic framework which governs the Olympic legacy.  It says the east London Boroughs have poverty and Olympic legacy 
must improve our situation: but actually the Legacy Committee is ensuring we stay in poverty.  The Olympic Village included only 675 properties 
for social rent.  The GLA took 10% (68 units).  The East London Housing Partnership agreed in 2010 that we would not share out family units: we
argued that agreement didn’t apply to strategic sites, but the Partnership did not agree.  Therefore LB Newham shared out just the 1 and 2 bed 
units that were left after the GLA take: LB Newham kept the first 50% and shared the second 50% – which gave LBTH just 27 units.  We thought 
that was unfair, so we withdrew from the Partnership.  This allowed us not to share our own newbuild with the other boroughs, which was a net 
gain of lettable properties for us.

Nick Parkin:    Swan’s website says they (not the Council) will get the new homes in the Poplar Baths/Haileybury development.  If we are 
developing Whitechapel, should we ask for the street to be re-valued on the Monopoly Board?
RK:    Poplar Baths will generate Council property, not Swan property. Alison will check this tomorrow morning.
[Note:  it transpired that the claim was on the architect’s site, not Swan’s own contemporary site, and arose out of an earlier planning document 
which had since been superseded.  It is a problem that wrong information is on the internet, but probably little we can do.]  

Nick Gopaul:    How many flats will be built in the next 5 years and how do we get the additional infrastructure needed to support this scale of 
development?
RK:    Infrastructure is important.  Our planning officers negotiate, in accordance with our planning policies, for developers to pay for roads, GP 
surgeries, etc.

Brian Stanley:    What is the Administration’s policy on employment?  The press tells us there are “Polish plumbers” doing jobs “Brits don’t want 
to do” – but employment agencies have been going abroad straight away, without advertising jobs in the UK first.  We need a policy on this: it is 
an echo of the blacklisting scandal, where employers tell you they are not doing something and then you find out they are.
RK:    Employment is at the top of our list for planning gain.  When contractors take on local labour, we insist they pay the London Living Wage.  
We use Skillsmatch: it is in Canary Wharf. To get them to do outreach work we got them to do job fairs on estates – but they are now looking into 
upping their game more – e.g., women and worklessness is important issue for them to consider.  We vet companies to ensure they have no 
record of blacklisting.  We work closely with job centres – but job centres have targets for how many claimants they can sanction, which makes 
life difficult.  Job centres get info from Skillsmatch and voluntary sector.  We use other routes like housing associations and food bank and local 
ads.

Pauline Bader (Private Renters Group):    The Rent Cap sounds like a good idea.  How can we campaign on this?
RK:    I raised this with a GLA Member at the Fairness Commission Action Day and I shall follow him up.  I am doing a seminar with TELCO (who 
led the living wage campaign) at Queen Mary in the new year, and Toynbee Hall is involved.  

Ian Huggins:    Thanks for intervening to sort out decent homes work on Digby.  Regarding regeneration: what do you do with existing stock and 
residents?
RK:    It depends on each project.  E.g., Tarling estate was done before I was their councillor: the building was OK in many ways, but was not 
suitable for many of those who lived there.  People who had lived on Tarling were either transferred to THCH or offered a decant tenancy.  The 
LBTH Stock Condition Survey shows that some stock needs to be pulled down.  GLA funding helps us keep stock which is OK, but then to add to
it.  Also, we take residents views into account when we decide on regeneration.  Regeneration is difficult in that there are always competing 
concerns to balance. e.g., stock which is cheaper to rebuild than maintain vs. residents wanting to continue living in it.  

Cyril Farby:    Has anyone been evicted because they can’t pay the bedroom tax?
RK:    THH has not evicted anyone who genuinely can’t pay, as is set out in the officers’ report tabled at this meeting.  

Jenny Fisher:    The Chief Exec of THH has told us that the Mayor has told him the THH budget will be cut and to make proposals for how to 



make cuts in his budget and/or save money.
RK:    We have categorically not asked THH to make cuts in its budget.  They are briefing me about their plans for service improvement in the 
New Year, and I shall also be interested to find out what residents make of their proposals for service improvement.  As you heard earlier, I have 
also asked THH to justify what appear to be high service charges.


