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Grand Union Alliance 
Email: grandunionalliance.eva@gmail.com Tel: 07784286809 Web: grandunionalliance.wix.com/grandunionalliance 

 

 

To: OPDC Board Members and Victoria Hills, Chief Executive Officer 

Cc: Mayor of London  
 

31.08.16  
 

 

Dear OPDC Board Members and Victoria Hills,  
 

Issues that have arisen from Oaklands / Genesis application and recommendations 
 

The Grand Union Alliance (GUA) would like to raise a number of issues with the OPDC board 

that have arisen from the recent consideration of the Oaklands / Genesis planning 

application by the Planning Committee on 13th July 2016.  It would like the board to 

consider recommendations which are set out in this letter.   
 

Background: GUA is a wide and growing network of community and residents groups and 

small businesses from in and around the OPDC area that aims to influence the large scale 

development in the OPDC area.  
 

GUA acknowledges and attempts to go some way to address the fact that (i) engagement in 

planning policy is inaccessible to many communities and (ii) there is generally inadequate 

support available to bring communities together in areas where large-scale developments 

cross borough boundaries. 
 

It provides an independent space to support sharing, exchanging and peer-learning and 

provides access to information from a variety of sources, including the OPDC, sections of 

the voluntary and community sector that have wide involvement in planning policy and 

specialists from the academic sector in London. 
 

Since its establishment in 2013, many of its meetings and events have focused on 

community involvement in planning policy, the development of OPDC planning policy and 

more recently also on determination of planning applications.  
 

GUA members have made both individual and ‘collaborative’ responses to consultations on 

developing OPDC planning policy – pulling together the wide range of views from within its 

membership; including to the Regulation 18 draft Local Plan consultations and the evidence 

base documents published at the same time.  It also has the facility to develop joint 

responses or comments where there is a consensus.   
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1. Planning policy and decision taking on Oaklands / Genesis planning application  
 

Issues include:  
 

(i) Inadequate consultation with the community by Genesis – compared for 

example with that by Car Giant. Many groups were unaware of the (limited) 

consultation which also coincided with the very intensive OPDC Regulation 18 

Local Plan consultation. Community concerns which were raised were mentioned 

only summarily in the application and did not influence the proposed plan 

resulting in significant deficiencies in relation to the OPDC’s own existing and 

draft policies.  

(ii) Insensitivity to existing community (within and on the boundaries of the 

OPDC area) by accepting the tall blocks of up to 26-storeys in close 

proximity to existing low rise housing. This is contrary to OAPF guidance and 

the Regulation 18 draft OPDC Local Plan wherein new development should be 

mindful of existing residential communities and use of open space/Grand Union 

Canal; with lower heights to respond to local sensitive areas, and transitioning in 

scale and density away from existing development. The location of the tallest 

buildings on the very edges of the development, at some distance from planned 

transport nodes, and in an area where currently transport is under strain mean 

that the development as currently envisaged does not meet various tests set by 

the London Plan, particularly Policy 7.7 on tall buildings and large buildings.  

(iii) Impact of this development on the character of future developments (in 

terms of heights and density which can be accommodated). This planning 

decision acts as a premature and unfortunate precedent.  This is of particular 

concern, especially given that at the moment the Regulation 18 OPDC Local Plan 

draft is still of minimal planning weight. Furthermore, the density levels agreed to 

in this application draw on a Development Capacity Study which does not provide 

sufficient thorough analysis/evidence relating to the expected volume of 

development, and the resultant expectations regarding density and building 

heights. We discuss this further below. 

(iv) Arguments were made by OPDC officers against the evidenced need for 3-

bedroom plus sized dwellings.  These are inadequate as the OPDC SHMA 

provides very strong evidence of the need for family size dwellings which are also 

essential to the establishment of local lifetime neighbourhoods. Such sound 

evidence should have informed officer advice and planning committee 

deliberations. GUA members are concerned that the new development will likely 

add to the current trend of entrenching transient student and rental 
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accommodation, which is exemplified by North Acton, and is not creating 

sustainable neighbourhoods.  

(v) Inadequate provision of public open space, social infrastructure and amenity.  

Provision of good levels of public open space, social and community 

infrastructure and amenity for the development and its dwellings must be an 

essential core objective for the OPDC project. In considering planning 

applications evidence of need and how the development will address need must 

be adequately explained.  Public open space and social infrastructure are 

significantly underprovided in the Oaklands Plan, and the development will 

therefore place significant pressure on existing facilities and communities, despite 

strong reassurances regarding protecting existing green/open space and the 

provision of additional social infrastructure for new residents. The application was 

very poorly evidenced, providing no information as to whether local schools, GPs 

or hospital facilities were over-used or had available capacity. Officers should seek 

and provide adequate evidence to support good public decision-making. 

 

2. General concerns regarding OPDC policy, structure and procedures  
 

The application and decision-making process around the Oaklands/Genesis application 

raises a number of more general concerns regarding the OPDC’s policy and approach 

to proposed developments. We feel it is urgent that these be addressed prior to any 

further planning applications being considered.  
 

(i) Policy:  Through the London Plan and its Opportunity Area Planning Framework, 

broad development targets have been handed down to the OPDC, namely, to 

provide for 24,000 new homes and 55,000 new jobs in the Old Oak area of the 

development. These are, to say the least, very challenging and seemingly can only 

be delivered in ways that are alien and injurious to existing and surrounding 

areas, residents, businesses and services. The evidence base for these targets is at 

the very least weak, and perhaps even spurious, bearing no relationship to the 

specific nature of the Old Oak development site.  
 

This is evident in that the policies and proposals being brought forward and their 

expressions in development scale, density, form, height, massing, design, layout, 

amenity and mix, will not deliver the kind of housing and buildings which 

Londoners need. The density expectations and the prohibitive financing 

requirements for infrastructure provision in the Old Oak area mean that the 

development will most likely miss an important opportunity for building 

genuinely affordable homes of a range and type needed by most Londoners. 

From the evidence so far, there is also a likelihood that the development will fail 
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to satisfactorily relate to, integrate with and enhance existing and surrounding 

neighbourhoods and amenities for the benefit of all Londoners. 
 

Proposal 1:  The OPDC to provide a new evidence base that looks sensitively at 

realistic development targets that will support the creation of sustainable and 

lifetime neighbourhoods that integrate properly with surrounding communities.  
 

(ii) Structure and function of the Planning Committee:  GUA members need to be 

assured that the committee is carrying out fully its function as an independent 

quasi-judicial body on behalf of the community it represents and that it is of a 

size and composition that supports its procedural and probity rules.  This is 

particularly important in the case of a Mayoral Development Corporation which is 

acting both as development agency and a local planning authority. The necessary 

lines of demarcation in function and responsibility between officers promoting 

policy and development, and those responsible for development management 

are not explicitly clear; in practice officers can perform both tasks. Here the 

onerous financial requirements for meeting unrealistic targets might exercise 

undue influence on planning advice.  
 

Proposal 2:  The planning committee (currently of 7 members; three of whom 

have property development backgrounds) should be enlarged to provide a wider 

range of voices to achieve good scrutiny and discussion. This should include at 

least one community representative.  Note that the LLDC planning committee has 

11 members. 
  

Proposal 3:  There should be separate teams of officers dealing with (i) policy and 

development and (ii) development management.  
 

Proposal 4:  The OPDC should operate an open book policy relating to pre-

application advice provided to developers as well as to public bodies such as 

National Rail and TFL. Details of the negotiations around viability of schemes 

should be made available, particularly when issues arise concerning affordable 

housing proposals, social infrastructure, green infrastructure and open spaces, 

local transport, and draft heads of terms of Section 106 agreements.  
  

Proposal 5: The OPDC should organise a Planning Forum for significant 

development proposals (such a forum is mentioned on page 20 of the OPDC SCI 

but has not been implemented) to enable local residents, community groups and 

small businesses to consider developer proposals, be offered alternatives and to 

make suggestions as to how schemes might be improved. Councillors and other 
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planning committee members should be able to attend to hear and understand 

local concerns and to consider proposed changes.  
 

3. Community involvement and OPDC Statement of Community Involvement: While 

the OPDC took on a number of the GUA’s recommendations made in response to the 

OPDC’s draft SCI, including proposed ‘Ground rules’ for community engagement, a 

number of proposals were omitted leaving notable gaps in procedure which were 

highlighted in the consideration of the Oaklands/Genesis application, and which still 

need to be addressed. These include, 
  

(i) The community should be protected from poor consultation by developers 

particularly prior to the OPDC Local Plan being adopted.  

(ii) Information provided by the OPDC to planning applicants should highlight the 

importance of the community being involved in the development of planning 

policy and in determining planning applications. Community participation in the 

planning process should be recognised as a central way of promoting vibrant 

democratic governance that encourages active citizenship and which secures 

better planning outcomes.  

(iii) A range of options for development should be provided for community 

consultations (e.g. location of tall buildings within a given density envelope); and 

clear reasons should also be provided for rejecting any supported by the 

community, with evidence provided to justify the decision.  

(iv) The OPDC should actively seek to work in collaboration and co-creation with the 

community and encourage their active involvement in developing planning 

policy. 

(v) Community groups should be involved in developing the content of section 106 

agreements and a public record of section 106 agreements should be provided 

on the OPDC website.  

There is currently no procedure for ensuring effective consultation on planning 

applications, or indeed for preventing applications from being put out for consultation 

for a very short time, close to the final application date. Judicial guidelines clearly 

stipulate that early and effective consultation is required, such that it could realistically 

influence the outcomes.  

The OPDC’s Statement of Community Involvement highlights that in line with national 

guidance, it will strongly encourage applicants to involve local communities in the pre-

application stages. Guidance in the SCI suggests the standards which are to be 

expected. However, this does not seem to have protected the community from poor 

consultation in the instance of Oaklands / Genesis, and some appropriate measures of 

application of these standards are needed.  
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Proposal 6:  The OPDC should ensure that the OPDC approved SCI is applied by 

applicants. It should consider amending the SCI to include attention to the five 

points (i),(ii), (iii), (iv) and (v) above and ensure that a Planning Forum is 

implemented, as discussed in Proposal 5 above. The SCI should make reference to 

a Community Charter (to be reviewed on a yearly basis) and commit the OPDC to 

providing a series of meetings with local people on a regular basis to ensure local 

people are given opportunities to feed into the future planning of the area (as 

set out in the Statement by the Mayor of London in Response to Public 

Consultation on the Establishment of the OPDC – section 2.6). 
 

Proposal 7:  GUA members expect effective consultation and to see the impact of 

their involvement. Appropriate monitoring, including some that is long term, of 

the opinions and experiences of groups from the community would help support 

this.  
 

4. Transparency and confidentiality: While planning officers have many ongoing 

discussions with developers including provision of advice, there is no parallel 

mechanism or support for community members.  There could be a lot more openness 

around ‘viability’ (as suggested in GUA members responses’ to the draft SCI) and what 

specifically this means in the OPDC area. More accurate information will enhance 

community members’ ability to comment effectively on options for developments.  
 

In the instance of the Oaklands/Genesis development the Mayor’s office has allocated 

funding to increase the amount of ‘affordable’ housing (the additional housing is in 

the shared ownership category rather than genuinely affordable housing); this did not 

form part of the public consultation. The OPDC SHMA and Social and Economic 

Regeneration study clearly indicates that the OPDC area is characterised by very high 

levels of need for genuinely affordable and social housing.  
 

Decisions concerning density, height and provision of affordable and social housing, 

social infrastructure and green/open space (as well as increased use of existing 

green/open spaces) are informed by “viability” assessments. In order to effectively 

comment on and influence planning decisions, early public access to information on 

these details is essential.   
 

Proposal 8: In addition to ensuring that relevant information is available for 

public consideration, the OPDC should provide advice and guidance to 

community members on how to effectively respond to planning applications (or 

provide grant funding to support this). 
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Proposal 9: The OPDC should set out how it will provide independent 

assessments of developer viability assessments and what it perceives is an 

acceptable profit margin for developers. It should also clarify and openly discuss 

its own financial interests in planning applications, notably the ways in which the 

Development Infrastructure Financing requirements for the OPDC development 

as a whole and the application and use of S106 agreements and future CIL 

charges influence advice and decisions on individual applications. 
 

Proposal 10:  The OPDC planning team should provide a monthly update on 

developers they have had pre application discussions with and work that is being 

carried out on the development of the OPDC Local Plan and evidence based 

documents.  
 

5. Community involvement in the determination of planning applications: GUA 

members reported that the decision-making process for the Genesis application was 

not accessible to community members.  The OPDC and planning committee failed to 

pick up on all the issues raised by community members either in writing or in 

presentation at the meeting. The severe time limit for community members to speak at 

the meeting meant that they were unable to effectively present their concerns to the 

planning committee themselves.   

Proposal 11:  The OPDC should set out good practice guidance around 

accommodating community members who have responded in writing and / or 

who wish to present at the Planning Committee.  This should include: (i) 

development of Planning Forums for significant development proposals (see 

Proposal 5); (ii) having a community representative on the planning committee 

(see Proposal 2); (iii) a clear schedule within the officer report for details of all 

the representations/objections made during the application process, the officers’ 

response to these, and reasons, where appropriate, for dismissing them; and (iv) 

more generous time for objections to be raised at the committee meeting – 

particularly for large scale development proposals.  

 

Yours sincerely  

 

Grand Union Alliance 
 

 

Groups that have engaged with the GUA meetings and events over the last year:  Acton Alliance; 

ArtWest;  Brent Mencap; Canal and River Trust; Chelsea Close Residents Association; City Mission Church; 

Diocese of London Strategic Development Team; Ealing Passenger Transport User Group;  Friends of Kensal 
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Green Cemetery;  Friends of the Wormwood Scrubs; Hanger Hill Garden Estate Resident Association; HEART; 

Hammersmith and Fulham Urban Studies Centre; Hammersmith Society; Hammersmith and Fulham Historic 

Buildings Group; Hammersmith United Charities, Harlesden All Souls Church; Harlesden Methodist Church; 

Harlesden Neighbourhood Forum; Harlesden Town Team; Harrow Road Business Alliance; Interim Old Oak 

Neighbourhood Forum; Just Space, Lift/Crisis Brent; London Gypsy and Traveller Unit; New Glory International 

Ministries;  Pioneer Way Tenants Association; Proposed Stonebridge & Park Royal Centre Neighbourhood 

Forum; Regents Network; Roundwood Youth centre; Save Ealing's Centre; Sobus, St Martin’s Church; St Quintin 

and Woodlands Neighbourhood Forum and Residents Association; Scrubs Lane Businesses; Stonebridge 

Somali Centre;  The Island Triangle Residents Association; Wells House Road Residents Association;  Wesley 

Estate Residents Association; West Acton Residents’ Association; West London Line Group; West Twyford 

Residents Association and individual residents from Old Oak Estate (H&F); Midland Terrace and Shaftsbury 

Gardens (within the OPDC area) and various parts of Harlesden.    


