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Accommodating
diversity whilst meeting
dengity targets

Alex Ely thinks the development of loose-fit typologies that can accom-
modate diversty whilst offering a collective identity may be the way forward.

The dominance in the supply chain of
1 and 2 bedroom flatsin London over
the lagt five years seems less to do
with demand and more a
consequence of a combinaion of
government policy, a dizzing
increae in land value and an
overheated market dominated by
buy-to-let speculation.

The congtruction of family units (2
bed+) has dropped to 18 per cent of
al dwellings campleted annudly in
London for the lag three yeas
compared with a steady annual
provision of around 46 per cent for
the decade ending 2000/01" despite
no change in the overall percentage
of multi-person househdds in this
period. When we get over the current
recession perhaps it maybe time to
re-consicer  the  type  of
accommodation we build. Perhaps
housing can once agan become
about a place to live rather than just
stock to gpeculate in.

The industry has consistently
argued that the provision of a high
number of small units, designed to
low space standards is a direct
consequence of Governments
demand for high dengty. Thehouse
builder is generdly risk-adverse and
rarely tests the market; therefore, its
premise is that flats are only sought
after by sindes, or couples without
children, whereas families want
houses In most developers minds
high densty exdudes ObusesOergo
provison must be predominately 1
and 2 bed units. The exploration of
different models such as family
maisonette typologies, compact
couttyard terrace housirg or flats
aboveduplexes and triplexes that
canddiver family housing at high
dersity rarely get congdered. With
housebuliders working to a shott-
term businessplan based on a 2-
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year return on capital employed and
meseting sharehoders annual expec-
tations along with the fact of
demand exceeding supply why test
any other model?

Of course we have to first ask
Owa defines a house DWe gener-
ally agree when single function
buildings hove into view that if
residential units are stacked it is an
apartment block, if they are arrayed
horizontally it is a terrace of houses.
Mixed-usebuildings are trickier to
define for example the traditional
hybrid form of the terrace with shop
front. This form is still conddered to
be a Gouselby many people, while a
1910-mangon block over commer-
cial space, or an interwar parade of
shops with dedk-aceessed, horizon-
tally arrayed dwellingsis not.

We are currently working on the
hypothess that the definition of
Obuselin thisingance is aultural and
flows from the ideathat house or
home is a placeof privacy and by
implication personal freedom, this is
based upon an idea of individual
property ownership which has a
strong memory of owning the land
on which the property is built.

A sense of BouseGeems to have
alot to do with onesCown private
gaden and own front door. A front
door that marks a cleartransition
between the private and public
without the intersession of sharel
communal space, stairwells and
decks. Hermann Muthesius, in his
1906 survey of British housng, Das
Englische Haus noted that Britain at
the end of the nineteenth-century
was Ghe only advanced country in
which the mgority of the population
still live in housesO s it possible to
offer these qualities and achieve
dengties that hdp create a walkable
neighbouhood, delivering popula-
tion numbers that will support local
shops and services?

Developing new typologies is part
of the joy and skill of an architect.

40 Planringin London

A sense of Ohouse®ems
to have alot to do with
ones®@wn private garden
and own front door.

Perhapsthe change in the market
will afford architects the opportunity
to put those sills to the test rather
than being forced to adopt standard
housévuilder floor plans that they
simply dress up to appeal to the
Local Hanning Authority.

The successof models such as
Iroko at Coin Street, designed by
Howarth Tompkins in 2002, demon-
strates how a littl e lateral thinking
about how we combine unit types
can go along way. Rather than
smply stacking flats and having a
mews of houses behind, as typically
seen in mary urban developments,
the scheme deverly combines triplex
family houses at grade with private
gardens with two storeys of
maisonette and flats above.
Admittedly this scheme is only 74
units per hectare (Wha) so would be
a more appropriate modd for areas
with a Rublic Transport Aacessibility
Levd (PTAL of 2 to 3, many Thames
Gatewsy sitesfor example, rather
than a Gentrd London ste of PTAL6.

However, there are other
examples such as Lillington Gardens
in Pinico, designedby Darbourne
and Darke in 1972, that achieve the
same balance of family housing with
flats whilst delivering a density of
156u/ha

Looking more specificaly at the
proportion of family housngin these
schemes the Iroko scheme achieves
a habitable room densty (hr/ha) of
334 and Lillingon Gardens 680. This
trandatesto an average of 45 and 4
habitable rooms per unit respec-
tively. Canpare this with the much
lauded super-density project Empire
Saquarein Souhwark, desigied by
Rolfe Judd Architects in 2006, which
delivers an average of just 24 habit-
able rooms per unit. With a stagger-

ing 95 per cent 1 and 2 bedrooms
unitsit is unsurprising that one block
of the scheme has now had a change
of use to short term lets againg the
authorities original intention of
encouraging the establishment of a
long-term sugainable community.

Much urban design of late has
focused on the OBhOBuildings are
extruded from the groundup with
flats above flats, maybe with a
smaller plan at the top floor to
achieve a s& backandin order to
pretend that it isnot really astall as
it is. Houses are gacked next to each
other to aeate aterrace.

To achieve a greater mix of unit
types at higher density we will need
to re-engage with the design of the
OstionOsomething that architects
like Darbourne and Darke undertook
so convincingly. Of course this will
have to be alongside careful consd-
eration of tenure and ongoing
management.

Sectionally sophisticated projects
like Alexandra Road by Neave Brown
in 1977 and Branch Hill by Benn
and Forsyth in 1976 worked because
they were built for one owner: the
London Borough of Camden.
Refurbishment has proved trickier
now that right-to-buy has taken
hold and there are multiple owners.

At m¥ weOe been investigating
how to achieve a greater mix within
an individual block but in away that
doesn® result in elevations that
resemble crazy paving. Often, in
response to ever more complex
briefs, and the Mayor® current
Housing Strategy we have to deliver
in the region of 25 per cent 3
bedroom unitsand 15 per cent 4 and
5 bedroom units at densities of
150w/ ha upwards.

This writes off terraces which
only delivery 91u/ha, figurel and
writes off the block of 1 and 2 bed
flats with a row of terracehouses
behind, which will deliver your
density but only 29 per cent family

Sectionally
sophisticated projects like
Alexandra Road by Neave
Brown in 1977 and Branch

Hill by Benson and
Forsyth in 1976 worked
because they were built

for one owner

housing, (figure 2).

A richer mix may actually reduce
overall unit numbers and unit densi-
ties but achive a higher habitable
room density and 60 per cent 3
bed+ units, (figure 3). To this end we
need to give more attention to
habitable room densties rather than
jugt unit densties and perhaps sacri-
fice a few units in favour of more
habitable rooms.

Writing target percentages as
policy or in a client brief is easy,
coming up with spatial configuration
that achieve them in a way that
delivers architectural coherence and
legibility is quite a challenge.
Housing makes up the bulk of our
urban environment. To this end |
don® buy into the ideathat every
dte is a landmak opportunity, and
prefer dignified background architec-
ture where the scale and individual-
ity of the home is suppressed in
relation to that of the street or
neighbourhood maintaining a sense
of civic order and cdlective urban
identity. Thisis hard to achievewhen
we need to provide a complex mix of
unit types.

In our project for a housing
schemein Waltham Faest, (figure
4), we were interested in the legacy
left by Courtney Warner whose
development of the Walthamstow
Estate proposed Geif-contained Half
House flatsO Features included
parlour, 2 bedrooms, kitchen, WC
and access to a rear garden dlowing
workers to @ive Well and Cheagly®
(dogan from Warner Estates sdeOs
advert).
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Warner@ architect Mr. John
Dunn, FRIBA avoided the deadly
monatony produced by long rows of
cottages of identical desgn. Our
proposal responds to ®lalf house®
typologies by creating our own
housing typologies mixing
maisonettes with walk-up flats that
allow high-densties whilst offering
private front doors to the street and
private amenity space. By articuat-
ingthe dreet fasade with gables and
gathering windows into larger
framed apertures we were able to
create an ordered street elevation
despite the range of units types and
room condtionsthat st behind the

fasade, (figure 5).

In our proposal for an estate in
Sepney, Fulneck House, (figure 6),
we had to contend with an even
more complex mix of units. A
constructional grid of 4.5m can
accommodate any unit type. A four
bedroom unit is arranged as a 4.5m
wide triplex, a 3 bedroom unit can
either take up one bay over two
floors or two bays as a flat, a 1
bedroom unit fits into one bay,
whilgt 2 No. two bedroom units can
interlock in plan over three bays
figure 7. The fasade becomes an
important unifying device and as
well as creating an atrium for dreula

tion it mitigatesagainstthe noise
and pollution of the busy main road.

As an architect | would much
prefer to start a design by consder-
ing first wha is appropriate in urban
design terms and what makes archi-
tectural sense, both in terms of
expression and gructurd veity, than
with the unit mix. However, the
development of loose-fit typologies
that can accommodate diversity
whilst offering a cdlective identity
may be the way forward.

1 DCLG Blousing Satisticst2007
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figure 4: Hammond Court, London E17 151u/ha, 507hr/ha figure 5
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figure 6: Fulneck House, London E1 233u/ha, 723hr/ha figure 7
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