
Capital Spaces
transforming London



1

3
32

5
6

7

8

9 11

13

13

14

16

18

19 21

20

22
23

24

25

26

27
28

29
30

31

2

33
34

35

36

37

38

39

40

London urban density

1 CHANNEL TUNNEL RAIL LINK
2 KING’S CROSS – ST PANCRAS FORECOURT
3 STRATFORD
4 CONGESTION CHARGE
5 NASH RAMBLAS
6 JAN GEHL STUDY
7 EXHIBITION ROAD
8 EUSTON ROAD BOULEVARD
9 HIGH STREET KENSINGTON 
10 LONDON PARKS
11 MILE END PARK
12 RIVER THAMES
13 BLACKHEATH & GREENWICH MARITIME WORLD HERITAGE SITE
14 REGENTS PARK IMPROVEMENTS
15 LONDON SQUARES
16 ROYAL VICTORIA SQUARE
17 STREET EVENTS
18 SOMERSET HOUSE
19 WEMBLEY
20 LOWER LEA VALLEY 
21 ARSENAL
22 TRAFALGAR SQUARE
23 WORLD SQUARES FOR ALL
24 ELEPHANT & CASTLE & ST GEORGE’S CIRCUS
25 HORSE GUARDS PARADE
26 WALTHAMSTOW
27 MARBLE ARCH
28 HYDE PARK CORNER
29 TOWER HILL
30 TOWER OF LONDON
31 WOOLWICH ARSENAL
32 KING’S CROSS
33 GREENWICH PENINSULA
34 DOCKLANDS
35 OLYMPIC VILLAGE
36 COIN STREET
37 ANGELL TOWN
38 GAINSBOROUGH STUDIOS
39 BEDZED
40 LEA VALLEY LEGACY



Introduction 3
Moving London 4
London’s streets 6
London’s green and open spaces 10
London leisure and sport 14
London public spaces 18
Reclaiming and regenerating London 22
London living 26
Conclusion 30

Capital Spaces
transforming London

“English Heritage and RIBA’s Capital Spaces

makes a positive contribution to the

ongoing debate about the transformation

of London.

It demonstrates the important role played

by London’s rich built environment in that

transformation and rightly stresses the

importance of the public realm. That realm,

with the built environment at its heart, is

not an abstract concept but an integral part

of the way we experience the city from the

moment we leave home to when we arrive

at our destination.

Capital Spaces provides a very useful

snapshot of the changes occurring 

in London today. It shows how the

opportunity to host the Olympic Games

could reinforce and enrich these changes

and illustrates how the built environment

can help London to retain its status as a

world-class city in 2012 and beyond.”

Richard Caborn 
Minister for Sport & Tourism

“The Olympic and Paralympic Games invites

the world to celebrate human achievement

in one chosen city. In 2012 we want that

city to be London. The beauty and boldness

of the ideas for new urban landscapes show

Britain’s instinct and flair for melding

heritage with contemporary aesthetic and

civic purpose. The Olympics would bring 

the whole world to London – a city where

every nation has a resident community

whose influence has helped sculpt our

culture. In 2012 the renaissance of the 

East of the capital would be mirrored by

new visions across the whole capital. It’s 

a thrilling gift to the next generation.”

Jude Kelly
Chair, Culture, Arts and Education Committee 

LONDON 2012
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Introduction

Capital Spaces shows the transformation

occurring in the streets and spaces of London 

as the importance of the urban realm is

rediscovered, celebrated and given fresh vigour.

A programme of works is now in place that is

greatly improving the quality of the spaces and

places in our capital city. Together with some 

of the visionary proposals illustrated, London

now has the opportunity to create a radically

better urban realm in the years ahead.

As London gears up to become, in the words of

the Mayor, ‘an exemplary, sustainable world city’,

the quality of city spaces, its green and open

areas, and the connections between them has

become the common cause of all those working

and caring for London. The quality of places is

crucial to the quality of urban life and to our

sense of identity and belonging. The real life of 

a city is played out not in its offices and houses

but in its streets, parks and public places. The

quality of their design is crucial to London’s

future success.

The focus of London is shifting eastwards.

New areas of the city have been built in former

docklands and industrial areas along the Thames,

supported by transport links, facilities and parks.

The proposals for the 2012 Olympics form part

of this wider regeneration of London’s eastern

gateway. A high quality residential quarter and

sports and leisure park, will be created in the

Lower Lea Valley; a lasting legacy evolving from

the proposals for the games themselves.

The Olympic bid also celebrates many of

London’s most famous historic landmarks. The

Tower of London, Horse Guards Parade, Regent’s

Park and Greenwich Park will form backdrops 

for Olympic events. Old and new have always

co-existed in London as an essential component

of its character and prosperity. In line with 

the vision of making ‘London a more attractive,

well-designed and green city’ (The London Plan,

2004), its historic buildings, streets and public

spaces are being reinvigorated through new

investment and exciting new design. London’s

long tradition of outstanding design has a vital

role to play in sustaining its pre-eminence as 

a world city.

Capital Spaces celebrates these changes and 

calls on all those involved in the management

and improvement of London’s urban realm to

work together to transform its streets and 

public spaces into world class places.
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Moving London

London’s transport system is critical to the way

the city works and develops. First impressions

are vital and arriving in London, especially from

abroad, should be an uplifting, invigorating

experience. Rapid and easy movement through

and around the city underpins every aspect 

of life.

London is investing heavily in extending and

upgrading its underground and rail services,

including the new Channel Tunnel Rail Link

running from St Pancras via Stratford

International to Paris and Brussels. New lines 

and links have transformed access to previously

isolated areas of London. Former industrial and

dockland areas are being linked by new services,

including the Channel Tunnel Rail Link, Jubilee

line, Docklands Light Railway, the future East

London line extension and Crossrail. High 

quality modern stations have been built 

along the recently completed Jubilee line 

and Docklands Light railway.

The areas around many of the major train

stations and interchanges are being transformed

to make them more welcoming and pedestrian-

friendly. The focus is on restoring the environment

of the great Victorian train stations while

providing efficient modern transport facilities.

New developments are underway at Paddington

and King’s Cross, using the existing canal networks

around the stations to create high quality and

enjoyable open spaces, as well as at London

Bridge and Victoria. Historic station buildings and

structures are being restored and extended, and

a series of new public spaces is being created

using the skills of the very best architects,

landscape architects and urban designers.

These changes are part of a city-wide initiative

to decrease the use of the private car, including

the introduction of the central congestion zone

and greater provision of public transport, and

which gives higher priority to pedestrians and 

the creation of new public spaces.

1

CHANNEL TUNNEL RAIL LINK

The new high speed Channel Tunnel

Rail Link will connect central London

directly to the Continent reducing

journey times to Paris to just 2 hours

15 minutes. It will open up direct

access to areas east of London such as

Stratford and the Lea Valley as well as

improving links to the rest of the UK.

The link will change the circulation of

international visitors through the city

affecting in particular the area around

King’s Cross and St Pancras. Major

developments are proposed including

the creation of a more pedestrian-

friendly environment with traffic-free

public spaces. The overall effect will be

to enhance London’s already extensive

transport infrastructure by making

pedestrian access to key stations 

far easier.
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2

KING’S CROSS – ST PANCRAS
FORECOURT

The areas between and in front of

King’s Cross and St Pancras Stations

will become the focus of a major new

public space for London. It will give

many visitors travelling by Eurostar

their first glimpse of London, and it 

is essential that it is of outstanding

quality reflecting its importance as 

a major point of arrival in the capital.

There are many competing demands

on the space, which is shared by

several transport providers, notably

CTRL, Network Rail and London

Underground Ltd. The integration 

of the transport infrastructure with 

a sympathetic environment for

pedestrians is crucial. The removal 

of the ugly canopy hiding the main

elevation of King’s Cross Station and

the provision of ticketing and ancillary

facilities in a new structure on the

west side of the station will restore

the architectural integrity and setting

of these two magnificent Victorian

railway buildings.

3

STRATFORD

The opening in early 2007 of the new

International Station at Stratford will

open up a major new development 

on former railway land adjoining the

town centre. High quality business 

and residential accommodation will

incorporate gardens and new public

spaces utilising the development

potential of the existing canal

network. The new Stratford City will

be exceptionally well-connected both

to St Pancras and the rest of Europe

via the Channel Tunnel Rail Link, and

with Crossrail and the Jubilee line to

the rest of London.

Plans for Stratford are ambitious 

and include the creation of four 

new districts that will provide up to

4,500 new homes plus large scale

retail and commercial development.

The intention is to create a dynamic

mixture of places and activities 

with safe and easy walking through

gardens, squares and parkland, linked

to the historic town centre.

4

CONGESTION CHARGE

In 2003 the Mayor of London

introduced a daily charge, levied on

vehicles driving on weekdays in central

London to tackle severe congestion,

to get the traffic moving again and 

to encourage greater use of public

transport. The centre of the city is

now quieter and less polluted. A

further extension of the congestion

zone to the west is under

consideration.

Reducing the volume of traffic has

been an essential first step in

improving the streets of central

London, and making the city more

accessible and welcoming for

pedestrians. It has also offered 

an opportunity to change the 

way streets are used and enjoyed.
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Streets are the arteries that give life to the 

city and the social space which brings people

together. London’s streets include anything 

from grand boulevards to narrow passages 

that reflect its rich and varied history. The key 

priority is to create a city which is a pleasure 

for residents, tourists and workers alike, re-

establishing a walkable city through a series 

of visionary projects, by reducing traffic and

improving street design.

Increasingly, streets are being re-paved in 

high quality materials and carefully designed 

to eliminate unnecessary signs and clutter.

Wherever possible, people are being given

greater priority at the expense of traffic. Streets

are being made more welcoming and accessible

and, as a result, streetlife has flourished and

made London one of the most exciting cities 

in Europe.

Similarly, street markets, for centuries part 

of London’s trading culture, are thriving. Higher

quality facilities are being provided, including

better lighting and cleaning. Markets provide

goods of all sorts to both Londoners and tourists

and many, like Portobello Road antiques market,

have an international reputation. Their prosperity

is a strong indicator of London’s health and

wellbeing.

London’s streets

5

NASH RAMBLAS

Based on the vision of Sir Terry Farrell,

the Nash Ramblas builds on John

Nash’s earlier concept of a grand

route through the West End of London

from Regent’s Park to St James’s Park.

The project will give greater priority 

to pedestrians and reclaim some of

London’s potentially most attractive

public spaces. Portland Place would be

enhanced with a central landscaped

boulevard, and new pedestrian links

created through Park Square and 

Park Crescent on the axis of Broad

Walk in Regent’s Park. Along this

strategic route key focal points 

will be enhanced. For example 

the redevelopment of the BBC site 

at Langham Place (far right) will

provide a new public square and

improved streetscape. Other focal

points which would benefit from this

vision include Oxford Circus, Piccadilly

Circus and Waterloo Place which

together will form a series of

connected public spaces and

destinations.
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above

Redevelopment of

Broadcasting House 

at Langham Place
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7

EXHIBITION ROAD

Exhibition Road links the museums

and institutions of South Kensington

with Hyde Park and Kensington

Gardens. Following an international

competition, a design team has been

appointed to create one of the finest

streetscapes in London. Its aim is to

transform this major traffic route into

a road where the thousands of daily

visitors, many of them school children,

feel they have as much right to be

there as the vehicles.

The £35m project is one of the largest

in the Mayor of London’s 100 Spaces

for London initiative.

6

JAN GEHL STUDY

During 2003 Gehl Architects of

Copenhagen carried out a study of 

the streets of central London; streets

familiar to residents and tourists 

alike. Its intention was to find ways 

to improve London’s public space 

and to act as a catalyst for change.

The Mayor of London has pledged 

to implement the study’s

recommendations, which was

commissioned by the Central 

London Partnership and Transport 

for London

The report makes the following

recommendations:

• Celebrate London as a green city

• Improve the city squares

• Celebrate the River Thames

• Create a better balance between

traffic and other city users

• Improve traffic safety

• Reduce the impact of traffic on the

city environment

• Create a coherent pedestrian policy

• Expand room for walking

• Remove obstacles on the pavements 

• Avoid unnecessary pavement

interruptions

• Create interesting walking routes

• Improve pedestrian crossings

• Ensure access for all

• Invite people to stop, stand, sit and

enjoy in the city

• More squares, better squares

• More oases along walking routes

• More resting options/benches along

walking routes

• Create a good environment

• Make the best of the climatic

conditions

• Develop a design policy

• Strengthen London’s green character

• Clean up the streetscape

• Enhance facades

• Develop a lighting and safety policy

• Improve maintenance

• Improve conditions for cycling
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HIGH STREET KENSINGTON 

The Royal Borough of Kensington 

& Chelsea has been blazing a trail in

its innovative approach to streetscape

and design. A survey of street furniture

resulted in the removal of much that

was unnecessary. What remains has

been sited carefully to minimise its

impact. Where possible, crossings were

made single stage. Where they had to

remain two-stage, the central refuge

was designed to reduce its effect on

the street scene. Guardrails were

removed, even from central islands.

The quality of the design and

construction of the pavements is

exemplary. The brushed stainless steel

street furniture is contemporary in

design, and a single column provides

lighting for both street and pavement

plus traffic control signals. The result 

is an outstanding success. Pedestrians

feel less intimidated by vehicles 

which slow down at busy crossing

points because they do not have an

obvious priority and must be aware 

of other road users. It is now a clean,

rationalised and civilised environment.

8

EUSTON ROAD BOULEVARD

Euston Road and Marylebone Road,

together a part of the Mayor of

London’s 100 Public Spaces

Programme, are among the most

hostile pedestrian environments in

central London, where the movement

of traffic dominates the quality of the

streets. The Deputy Mayor recognised

Euston Road and Marylebone Road 

as ‘London’s most connected street’

which links Paddington Station in 

the west with King’s Cross in the 

east. The vision for this important

strategic thoroughfare is to make the

environment safe and appealing for

pedestrians, introducing imaginative

lighting, and hard landscaping using

the best materials to create the

character of a boulevard along 

its route.
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London is a green city. The Royal Parks 

are one of its greatest assets, and these are

complemented by a patchwork of private

gardens, tree-lined streets, canals, great public

parks, old cemeteries and common land and the

largest open space of all, the River Thames.

Encircling the entire city is the green belt, one 

of London’s greatest planning achievements;

its creation has prevented uncontrolled 

urban sprawl.

One of the most exciting initiatives in recent

years is the creation of new open spaces and

parks as the city expands into former industrial

areas. Waterways are being cleaned and restored

for leisure activities and old canal basins and

docks brought back into active use.

Intelligently planned connections between 

open spaces means that people can explore the

city as a set of linked squares and parks and 

walk continuously along the banks of waterways

without needing to cross roads or negotiate

traffic.

London’s green 
and open spaces

10

LONDON PARKS

When the new Thames Barrier Park

opened in 2000 it was the first major

new park in London for over 50 years.

Since then many other urban parks

and spaces have been created, and

older, historic parks are being restored

to their former splendour. Landscape

design has been given far higher

priority with many UK and

international firms working on

projects across the city.

London has always been a green 

city with a wealth of spectacular 

open spaces at her heart, including 

the world famous Royal Parks. These

spaces are finally being recognised 

for the opportunities they offer for

leisure, rest and relaxation – free for

everyone and accessible to all. The

parks are now used more frequently

for exhibitions and concerts and are

being proposed for several Olympic

events in 2012.
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MILE END PARK

In 1995 local community leaders 

in Mile End met with professional

advisers and the East London

Partnership to work out a way of

linking together a ragged series of

small parks strung out along the

Grand Union Canal and broken up 

by roads and railways.

The result was a vision for a new 

park with a central pathway linking

separate themed sections – art, sport,

play, ecology and fun. A ‘green bridge’

was built over the busy Mile End Road

(A11) in such a way that visitors are

unaware they are crossing a major

highway, hence creating a ‘park that

beat the road’. New buildings within

the park were carefully integrated 

into the landscape.

This new local park, funded by the

Millennium Commission and other

partners, joins together Victoria Park 

in the north, the Limehouse Cut,

and on through the docks to Island

Gardens in the south. Driven by the

local community a vital ‘green chain’

has been created through the heart 

of the East End providing an escape

from the noise, dirt and bustle of the

inner-city.
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12

RIVER THAMES

The Thames is London’s largest and

most underused open space, under-

appreciated for its recreational value

and its potential contribution to

London as a great world city. When

industry dominated, the river was no

more than a transport corridor. With

vision and confidence, the Victorians

embanked sections and provided

walkways and gardens. It is only

recently that this vision has been

recaptured and developed. New

walkways and existing ones have 

been connected to provide continuous

routes along the banks of the river.

These changes have opened up much

of the south bank as well as the north

bank east of the City of London

making attractive routes for people 

to enjoy.

The curving nature of the river means

that the Thames bridges have always

been famous for their panoramic

views of the city. Recently, new

pedestrian bridges have transformed

movement across the river and

opened up spectacular views away

from noise and traffic.
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BLACKHEATH & GREENWICH
MARITIME WORLD HERITAGE
SITE

Blackheath is one of London’s most

majestic open spaces. On the crest 

of a hill, windswept and open, it 

is a surviving remnant of the once

common natural heathlands.

Blackheath lies within the Maritime

Greenwich World Heritage Site and

forms a continuous open space with

Greenwich Park and on through the

grounds of the former Royal Naval

College to the River Thames.

An imaginative plan for the

management and improvement of

Blackheath will restore this unique

heathland environment and its natural

habitat. Structures will be renovated,

signs and streetlights removed and

traffic reduced.

Greenwich Park is a major attraction

for tourists and visitors to the

National Maritime Museum and 

the World Heritage Site, but it is also

very much a local park used by the

residents. Royal Parks has been

pursuing a delicate policy of recreating

the historic landscape as a setting 

for buildings of world architectural

importance, and balancing this against

the use of the park as the most

important recreational facility in 

the area. Wren’s Baroque masterpiece,

the former Royal Naval College, now

houses Greenwich University and the

Trinity College of Music. Opening

these spectacular buildings and their

gardens has transformed public

appreciation of the entire World

Heritage Site.

14

REGENTS PARK
IMPROVEMENTS

Regent’s Park and its surrounding

housing were laid out from 1812 to

the designs of John Nash. It was then

on the edge of metropolitan London –

the culmination of a great boulevard

that runs through to St James’s via

Portland Place and Regent Street.

Park Crescent has now lost some of 

its original charm and character. Its

once-handsome original railings now

make a poor entrance to a park 

that will host three of the Olympic

competitions. A plan to reinstate all

the missing entrance gates to the park

to match the newly reinstated gates

at Park Square East and West, and to

repair the handsome railings which

define Park Crescent, would transform

the main approaches to one of

London’s finest open spaces.

15

LONDON SQUARES

London’s 600 historic garden squares

are one of its most distinctive and

defining characteristics, bringing

pleasure to millions, and much-needed

rest from the noise and pollution of

city life. English Heritage’s Campaign

for London Squares has transformed

many, boosting the numbers of people

who now enjoy them as places of

relaxation at the heart of the city.

The University of London is proposing

to restore the neglected Gordon and

Woburn squares at the heart of its

Bloomsbury campus. By reinstating

railings, restoring landscapes, new

planting and improved access, these

squares will once again be at the

centre of the local community.

London’s public and private garden

squares make a vital contribution 

to the quality of life in the capital.

16

ROYAL VICTORIA SQUARE

Amidst a huge swathe of development

on the north side of the Royal Victoria

Dock, a visionary new square has been

created. Royal Victoria Square,

constructed on derelict, brownfield

land, provides a well-planned urban

square in the heart of docklands, a

major public space for this emerging

community. Framed by historic

warehouses, it includes an exhibition

centre, an hotel and an evocative row

of disused cranes lining the dockside.

The square is a key element in the

regeneration strategy for the area.

It forms part of a network of public

open space, including the nearby

pedestrian bridge by Lifschutz

Davidson.

The design of the square is strongly

contemporary comprising a series 

of bold forms and features which

complement the robust historic

warehouses. Accessible 24 hours a 

day, it provides a much-needed public

space in this once deprived area.
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London leisure and sport

London’s public streets and spaces host regular

events, both great and small; ranging from

sporting fixtures such as the London marathon

to state occasions, local festivals and street

parties. Some, like the Notting Hill Carnival,

Chinese New Year or the University boat race 

are annual celebrations; others are one-offs 

to commemorate a particular anniversary 

or occasion. Traditional and modern parades

occur alongside cultural events, concerts and

performances. Recently there has been a major

increase in the use of outdoor spaces for eating

and drinking, arts events and sport.

Such activities all depend on the quality of the

open space available. As this has improved along

with the facilities and management, the range of

events has grown, greatly contributing to the life

of the capital.

London’s sporting facilities have always been 

an accessible, integral part of city life. Football

stadia sit cheek by jowl with terraced houses,

while many parks are increasingly used for

children’s play and for amateur and professional

sports. Established sports venues like Wembley

are being upgraded – regenerating the life of the

city around them with new jobs and facilities.

Sport and leisure have a vital role to play in the

regeneration of disused areas – water sports in

former docks and reservoirs, dry-slope skiing on

former spoil heaps, and arts and cultural venues

taking over former warehouses and power

stations. The future for new sports venues is 

not to isolate them on the City outskirts, but to

create new communities on reclaimed inner city

land incorporating residential and commercial

use. The new vision for the Lower Lea Valley to

provide a landscaped park setting for sports and

leisure activities will be the latest and greatest

example of this transformative process.

17

STREET EVENTS

London has an amazing calendar 

of outdoor events that help animate

its streets and public spaces. Regular

outdoor concerts are held in London’s

historic parks, gardens and squares

from classical to pop and rock.

Carnival events, parades and fairs

constantly animate its streets and

places, celebrating the cultural

diversity of local communities. Annual

London events include the Notting

Hill Carnival, the Sikh Vaisakhi festival

in April and the Gay Pride parade 

in July. The annual Thames Festival

transforms the river and adjacent

parks and open spaces with a riverside

bazaar, night market, street theatre

and music.

A more enlightened approach to

London’s public spaces means such

events are thriving. If vehicles can be

excluded and streets given over more

to pedestrians for short periods, then

it can humanise the city and act as a

catalyst for more permanent change.

The alterations to Trafalgar Square,

banishing traffic from the north 

side to create a fine new pedestrian

terrace, have transformed the whole

way the square is used, while 

still providing a focus for national

celebration and gatherings of 

every kind.
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SOMERSET HOUSE

It is hard to believe that such a 

prime public space remained a

government car park for so long.

Now from the centre of the courtyard

we can admire the impressive18th

century façades against a foreground

of dancing fountains. The courtyard

itself is a hub of activity regularly used

for concerts and other cultural events

throughout the year, and transformed

into an ice rink in winter.

Once closed and inward-looking,

Somerset House is now home to

outstanding collections of fine and

decorative arts. It has been restored

sensitively combining the highest

standards of contemporary design

with high quality materials. Its

riverside terrace and restaurant 

have made it an important cultural

‘destination’ on the new pedestrian

route from the Strand to Waterloo

Bridge.
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WEMBLEY

Wembley has a particular place in 

the nation’s affections. Famous as the

venue for the annual FA cup final and

England’s historic 1966 World Cup

win, a new stadium is now well on its

way to completion in early 2006. The

90,000 capacity stadium will provide

facilities for world class football, rugby

and athletics events. Its soaring arch is

already a landmark for west London.

The masterplan for Wembley, led by

the London Development Agency, will

create a vibrant new urban quarter for

London offering leisure, commercial

and educational opportunities.

Excellent transport links in and out 

of London will also help it develop 

as a regional centre. The area around

the new stadium will include concert

venues, hotels and civic and

educational facilities as well as

residential and commercial properties.

The quality of the public realm,

including planned improvements 

to the 1948 London Olympic Way,

is recognised as vital to the success 

of the plan and, ultimately, to the

regeneration of the entire surrounding

area making it far more than just a

national sporting destination.
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ARSENAL

When Arsenal football club started 

to explore the possibilities of moving

to a new, purpose-built stadium to

replace their existing Highbury home,

it was seen by the local authority as

an opportunity to regenerate a large

run-down area of inner-city north

London, including industrial sites and

blighted railway land. Importantly, the

plan allowed for the development of

2,000 much needed new homes and

the imaginative retention and

conversion of the old stadium 

to residential use.

The area around the new stadium 

will include a landscaped, open space,

predominantly to ease access to the

stadium on match days, but also to

provide a leisure destination and

public resource at other times. The 

key to the success of the development

will be its impact on the urban realm

around the stadium and how it

enhances the quality of local life.

The introduction of new green 

spaces is a priority, as is the need to

humanise the environment in the area

straddling the busy A1 arterial road.

20

LOWER LEA VALLEY 

The Lower Lea Valley and the

proposals for hosting the 2012

Olympic Games in London

demonstrate the role of sport and

leisure in reshaping the city’s

environment. This underdeveloped 

site in one of London’s most deprived

areas, but within five miles of the

centre of London, will become a 

large, new urban park with restored

waterways and new amenities,

housing world-class sporting facilities.

The Olympic village will accommodate

17,000 athletes during the Games 

and be transformed into around 3,600

dwellings as a legacy, many of which 

will be affordable for local people 

and key workers.

The new aquatic centre and stadium

will act as a catalyst for the

widespread regeneration of the area.

The London Olympic Institute will

become a permanent feature of the

new city park. The quality of the

facilities and spaces to be created 

will ensure that the Lower Lea Valley

becomes a beacon project

demonstrating the transformation

that high-profile sporting and cultural

activities such as the Olympics, can

play. The plans were prepared by the

London Development Agency to

ensure that the regeneration of this

extraordinary area lies at the heart 

of London’s 2012 bid.
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London public spaces

The growing prosperity of the capital has 

meant that many of its set piece public spaces

are currently being restored and renovated, in a

constant drive to make London a more attractive

and hospitable city in which to live.

London is the world’s greatest multi-cultural 

city with a long tradition of openness and

tolerance. Over the years immigrants have

brought a richness and diversity to London’s

history, while in their turn leaving their mark 

on the fabric and culture of the city. Public

spaces can provide a key to understanding the

rich historical and cultural context of the city 

for the next generation.

Cities must constantly change and adapt.

London continues to do this, working with 

local communities, to reinvigorate existing 

urban areas, contributing to the diverse 

history and heritage of the capital.
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ELEPHANT & CASTLE 
& ST GEORGE’S CIRCUS

Elephant & Castle (above) is the focus

of many of the main roads and river

crossings south of the Thames. With

excellent road and rail connections,

this historic area of London has been

blighted by the dominance of road

traffic and poor quality development.

The regeneration plans for the area

aim to make it a place where people

travel to rather than through,

providing new homes, a market 

square and a new city academy.

The plans, being developed together

with the local community, propose a

ten-year programme to turn around

this deprived area. The key is to

improve the quality of the

environment – to create a city park

and other green areas alongside new

and refurbished buildings which,

together with the market square,

will provide a vibrant new heart 

for the area.

Nearby, St George’s Circus (right) is 

to be restored. This once proud piece

of Georgian town planning, where

terraced houses radiate from a

spacious circus, marks the meeting 

of five routes. London South Bank

University which owns most of the

land in the area has a crucial role 

to play in the rejuvenation plans.
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TRAFALGAR SQUARE

Trafalgar Square was designed

between 1829 and 1841 as a national

memorial to Nelson’s victories. Its

central location made it one of the

great public meeting points of

London. However, over time the

central square became isolated by

traffic, making pedestrian access

difficult and undermining the dignity

and setting of the surrounding historic

buildings. As part of the ambitious

World Squares for All initiative, the

traffic was re-routed and the square

connected to the National Gallery 

on its northern side. Once again it 

is a monumental public space and 

a symbolic focus for Londoners and

tourists; a place for people to enjoy.
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WORLD SQUARES FOR ALL

The World Squares for All study 

was initiated in 1996. Following 

an international competition, an

experienced team of architects,

transport planners, landscape

architects, urban designers and other

consultants was appointed to make 

a comprehensive study of central

London between Trafalgar Square and

Parliament Square. The outcome was 

a masterplan to enhance these two

great squares and the ceremonial

route between them; promoting 

a better pedestrian environment,

improving traffic management and

creating a high quality urban realm.

Following the success of Trafalgar

Square, the next stage of the initiative

is the enhancement of Parliament

Square.
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HORSE GUARDS PARADE

Horse Guards Parade is an immense

historic space framed by the grand

government buildings of Whitehall 

and the more intimate charm of 

St James’s Park. Before 1997 Horse

Guards Parade was a car park.

The removal of the cars and the

enhancement of the gravel surfaces

have transformed public appreciation

of this monumental ceremonial space.

26

WALTHAMSTOW

London is made up of many small

towns and villages that were gradually

absorbed into the metropolis. One

such settlement is Walthamstow,

across the marshes that once

separated London from Essex. Here

the town centre is being revitalized

after years of decline. Waltham Forest

Council, in partnership with other key

organisations such as Transport for

London, is investing in both design

and management expertise to

improve the quality of the streetscape

and wider environment, by making it

accessible and welcoming to visitors,

residents and businesses. Key changes

which have already been taken place

include a new Town Square and

Gardens, and improved transport

facilities.
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MARBLE ARCH

Once Marble Arch was one of

London’s great attractions; now it is

marooned as a traffic island, divorcing

Hyde Park and Speaker’s Corner from

Oxford Street. The Arch was designed

by John Nash in 1825 as a ceremonial

gateway to the forecourt of

Buckingham Palace, and was moved in

1851. The present road configuration

dates from the early 1960s, when the

need to accommodate ever more road

traffic caused so much damage to the

urban environment.

Marble Arch has recently been

repaired and cleaned by English

Heritage. Now it is intended to re-

establish its status both as a gateway

to Hyde Park and to the commercial

centre of Oxford Street. Plans are in

place to reduce the impact of the

traffic and re-connect Marble Arch 

to its surroundings, with safe and

direct pedestrian access.

28

HYDE PARK CORNER

Apsley House, which forms the

northern enclosure to Hyde Park

Corner is known as No 1 London.

Ambitious proposals to re-invigorate

this great public space are being

guided by a masterplan prepared 

by Kim Wilkie Associates on behalf 

of a steering group of partners chaired

by English Heritage.

Phase one, the restoration and

conversion of Wellington Arch to 

a visitor centre, was completed by

English Heritage in 2001. Phase two,

the re-design and enhancement of the

processional route, was completed to

mark the Queen’s Golden Jubilee in

2002, whilst Phase three, the southern

section, which includes the Australian

War Memorial was implemented in

2003 with the help of the Australian

Government. Phases four and five 

will include the re-landscaping of the

northern section, the creation of a

New Zealand War Memorial, and the

remodeling of the area behind the

famous Decimus Burton screen to

form a new parade ground. This will

provide a focal point terminating the

radiating axial paths across the park.
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TOWER OF LONDON

The setting of the Tower of London

could be dramatically transformed 

by re-flooding the moat, so that it

appears once more as a defensible

structure viewed across water. This

project would enhance the experience

for the 5 million or so people who

visit and walk by the Tower of London

each year.
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TOWER HILL

There is a constant tension 

between the brooding menace 

of the medieval Tower of London 

and the contemporary steel and 

glass skyline of the mercantile City.

The Tower Environs are a major open

space between the fortress and the

City, used by thousands of workers

and tourists every day. Led by 

Historic Royal Palaces, an eight-year

programme to improve the setting of

the Tower of London World Heritage

Site and provide a new public space

was completed in July 2004. The area

in front of the Tower, the reception

space for the millions of visitors, has

been resurfaced using natural

materials complemented by

contemporary street furniture.
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Reclaiming and
regenerating London

London, as a former industrial city and trading

port has large tracts of redundant land which 

are now available for development. New

communities have been built in the former

Docklands and on railway lands, whilst

conservation schemes have transformed once

rundown historic areas like Hoxton, Shoreditch,

Bermondsey and Deptford.

Throughout London, factories and warehouse

buildings have found imaginative new uses 

as apartments, studios and workshops. The 

arts-based industries that use these buildings

have become an important part of the London

economy and play a vital role in the reinvention

of the city.

Where industry has left polluted and

contaminated sites, such as Greenwich

peninsula, they have been decontaminated 

and made ready for leisure, residential and

commercial facilities. The redevelopment of the

Royal Arsenal at Woolwich has opened up access

to the river front and to one of London’s finest,

but least known, collections of historic industrial

buildings.

As these new areas of the city are developed 

it is essential that they include high quality

accessible urban spaces that are planned,

designed and built to make best use of local

identity. Only by doing this will they become

successful, sustainable communities. Past

mistakes, particularly in Docklands, can provide

valuable lessons for the future.
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WOOLWICH ARSENAL

The Royal Arsenal, the greatest

military industrial complex in Europe

and the powerhouse of the British

Empire, became redundant in 1994.

When the site was sold to English

Partnerships in 1997, an opportunity

was realised to use this historic site

with its splendid industrial buildings 

to create a high quality development

giving the local community access to

the river for the first time in centuries.

As part of a 20-year regeneration

strategy, led by the London

Development Agency, the Arsenal 

is being developed into a mixed-use

development including a park and

riverside walk. There are 2,000

apartments, many in listed buildings,

with retail, commercial and leisure

facilities, plus Firepower, the Royal

Artillery museum, and the Greenwich

Heritage Centre.
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KING’S CROSS

St Pancras Station will soon provide

the terminus for the new, high-speed

rail link to the Continent, and King’s

Cross Central, the former railway lands

behind it, are awaiting regeneration.

This 19th century industrial

townscape is an area of national

importance and provides an

opportunity to show how the historic

environment can provide a catalyst for

community regeneration. To integrate

King’s Cross Central into the existing

townscape, it is essential to create a

well-planned, attractive development,

using the existing buildings, streets

and spaces to build a series of new

city quarters that are woven into 

the wider urban fabric. The proposals

include the re-use of the four listed

gasholders which, along with St

Pancras and King’s Cross stations,

are great architectural landmarks 

of the area.
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GREENWICH PENINSULA

The 300-acre Greenwich Peninsula 

has already been transformed from 

a former gasworks into the location

for the Millennium exhibition and 

the home of the first Millennium

community which will provide 2,900

homes. The site has been extensively

reclaimed and landscaped, with

significant new infrastructure in place,

including a new school, health centre,

supermarket, as well as the award

winning North Greenwich

underground and bus station.

Planning permission has also been

granted for the creation of a complete

new community, including 10,000

new homes, office space for 24,000

people, a ‘central park’, 2.2km of 

new river walkways as part of the

Thames Path and further social and

community facilities. This regeneration

is also focused around a new

entertainment and leisure destination

at the Millennium Dome, which will

host Europe’s finest entertainment

and sports arena, surrounded by bars,

restaurants and other leisure uses. The

22,000-seat Dome Area will open in

2007 and is identified as the site for

basketball and gymnastics in London’s

bid for the 2012 Olympics.

‘Millennium Square’ has also received

planning permission. This major 

new public space will connect the

underground and bus station to the

Dome entrance and itself play host 

to live performances and events.
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DOCKLANDS

When the last of the major docks

closed in 1981, the vast areas of

redundant land to the east of London

presented both a major challenge 

and a huge opportunity. In the last 

25 years, there has been massive

development of the area, transport

infrastructure has been put in place,

while the city’s centre of gravity has

undoubtedly shifted eastwards.

However, the quality of the

development has been uneven.

Visionary, well planned areas, such 

as Canary Wharf, in the former West

India Docks, have been very successful.

Here money has been spent on

attractive public (or semi-public) open

spaces, landscaping, works of art and

other recreational facilities. Elsewhere,

many of the historic structures in 

the docks have been re-used

imaginatively. Warehouses have been

converted with flair and sensitivity

into apartments and restaurants, and

St Katherine’s Dock has become a

successful, mixed-use community.

In some parts of Docklands, planning

and investment have been

disappointing, lacking either cohesive

public infrastructure or adequate

public spaces. However, lessons learnt

from the development of London’s

docklands particularly the need for

high quality master planning, the

importance of the public realm and

early investment in infrastructure,

are now being applied to other major

regeneration projects.
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London living

Since 1989, London and its hinterland have seen

a period of major population growth, putting

considerable pressure on the city’s supply of

housing. The provision of affordable new homes

is a priority both within the existing city areas

and in developments on the outskirts.

Many lessons have been learnt since the post-

war period of mass housing development, in

particular, the importance of integrating housing

developments into the infrastructure of the city.

Current housing policy is to develop mixed-use

areas with work, leisure and transport facilities.

High quality public spaces are a priority in order

to create a strong sense of local identity. Model

developments have been constructed on the

Greenwich peninsula based on these principles.

Plans for more housing are underway across

London, particularly on the major development

sites. These provide the opportunity to develop

new urban areas that balance work and leisure,

private and public space and allow easy access

to parks and other amenities. The proposed site

of the 2012 Olympic Village will leave a legacy

of high quality housing with all the benefits of 

a remarkable sports and leisure park at its heart.

London has led the way in providing innovative

housing giving residents a choice of how 

and where to live. Historic buildings have 

been converted to imaginative new uses.

‘Loft’ apartments have appeared across the 

city in former factories or office buildings.

Improved public spaces are a priority in such

developments, exemplified by projects such as

Coin Street, Gainsborough Studios and Angell

Town. Hundreds of thousands of existing homes

are being upgraded and refurbished to make

them suitable for modern living.

The need to build more houses in and around

London will continue for many years. As London

grows it must both maintain and create

imaginative, high quality places that people

enjoy living in.



London living 27

35

OLYMPIC VILLAGE

The site for the proposed Olympic

village in the Lower Lea Valley is

alongside the Stratford City

development around the new

International station. The village will

provide top quality accommodation

during the games.

It will be divided into national

residential zones in blocks clustered

around planted garden squares.

Imaginative landscaping will

incorporate the water environment 

of the River Lea and canals into the

scheme. Many of the apartments 

will have views over the Olympic 

park. The central boulevard will be

lined with shops, cafés and restaurants

and provide a focus for exhibitions

and live entertainment.

After the Games the apartments 

will be converted from Olympic use 

to permanent homes with up to 50%

becoming affordable housing for key

workers. The site will provide 3,600

new apartments and houses as well 

as nursery, primary and secondary

schools. It has been planned as 

a model of sustainable urban

development providing attractive

homes, commercial employment and

community facilities as a catalyst for

the wider regeneration of east London.
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COIN STREET

Following a successful campaign 

in the 1970s to prevent a large office

development on London’s South 

Bank, Coin Street Community Builders

acquired the riverside site and built 

a thriving community of homes,

markets, restaurants, studios and

galleries.

The latest residential block by

Haworth Tompkins Architects has

created an inner garden within a

quadrangle of houses, workshops,

offices and a neighbourhood centre.

A street festival in the area runs

through the summer months

contributing to the life of the 

inner city. Coin Street shows 

how inspired planning can create 

a development which benefits both

the residents and the wider public.
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ANGELL TOWN

Within 10 years of its construction 

in the 1970s, the Angell Town estate

in Brixton had become a ‘sink estate’,

but despite proposals to demolish 

and rebuild it, the tenants had enough

faith in their community to look for

an alternative. Burrell Foley Fischer

Architects were commissioned by 

the residents to redesign the buildings

to make them more liveable and to

eliminate the major problems

identified by the tenants.

After many years of work by residents

and architects the estate has been

transformed into a very different 

place with new housing added to the

restructured original buildings. There

have been crucial changes of access

and of use to create a safer and more

humane environment. In particular,

once derelict and dangerous public

spaces have been landscaped and 

are now adopted by the community.

Angell Town no longer has the

appearance of a run-down, local

authority estate. Instead it provides

housing and other facilities that work

well and operate at low energy; an

estate with a renewed sense of place,

watched over and cared for by the

community that lives there.
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GAINSBOROUGH STUDIOS

Built on the canal-side site of the

Gainsborough studios, where Alfred

Hitchcock made many of his early

films, this new development consists

of four buildings set around an open

courtyard and sculpture garden

leading onto to the canal side

walkway. The original studio building,

restored as a modern, working 

film studio provides the hub. The

surrounding buildings have 

been converted into apartments,

restaurants, live/work units and

commercial premises.

The development shows the high

standards that can be achieved in 

a mixed-use development especially 

in the quality and close attention 

paid to public spaces.

39

BEDZED

This is a revolutionary urban village

community for 240 residents and 

200 workers developed on ecological

principles on a brownfield site in

Sutton. BedZED aims to be a zero

energy development, generating 

its own power and aiming to use

materials and labour sourced locally.

BedZED is the realisation of an

architectural as well as an ecological

vision, and shows that a new,

cohesive, sustainable community 

is possible, designed with both verve

and excitement.
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Conclusion

London is in a period of major growth –

culturally, commercially and demographically.

This is a direct result of its success as a great

world city. The challenge is to use this growth 

to transform the quality of the city – improving

what already exists, as well as developing new

places where people want to live, work and visit.

This is not a new challenge. Much of London’s

finest architecture and town planning was

developed in periods of great growth and

expansion, and London has always flourished 

by striking a successful balance between

retention and renewal.

London is a great global city because it is 

open and tolerant. It has much to share with 

the world – its vast international trading 

and commercial networks, its multi-cultural

population and its world class buildings and

public spaces. The bid to stage the Olympic

Games in 2012 reinforces all that London 

stands for.

Over the next ten years, London will be

reinvigorated and transformed. It will become 

a safer, more pedestrian-friendly and sustainable

city with improved public transport, better open

spaces, revitalised historic places and high

quality new development.

All the bodies endorsing this document will 

work to ensure they deliver a transformation 

of the capital spaces of London.

THE WAY FORWARD

• Local authorities to appoint Urban Space champions.

• All local authorities should prepare public space strategies,

together with targets for the overhaul and, if necessary, redesign,

of their public spaces. Other guardians of public open space

should follow suit.

• Historic landscapes and buildings should form an integrated part

of public space strategies, together with issues of access and

sustainability.

• Seed funding should be made available to provide design advice

for local urban space proposals.

• A wide range of stakeholders should be involved early in the

development of all proposals

• All 100 demonstration projects in the Mayor’s 100 Public Spaces

Programme should be completed within 10 years.

• Both planning and funding policies should favour creating

pedestrian and cycle friendly environments, securing better

access to open spaces and improving links between them.

• Transport planning and policy should prioritise improvements to

the urban realm and achieve year on year increases in pedestrian

activity.

• Public spaces should be part of integrated strategies for mixed-

use and sustainable development and included within all

masterplans and major developments.

• Local authorities should co-ordinate their highways and planning

functions to minimise street clutter and manage the public

realm effectively.

• Local strategies should be developed for the co-ordinated

removal of street clutter and the implementation of integrated

townscape management plans.

• Training courses should be provided for all those involved in

managing the public realm.

• The recommendations in ‘Towards a Fine City for People’ should

be implemented within five years.

• A multi-disciplinary, public/private sector London Urban Space

Commission should be formed to champion better public spaces

in London.
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above

LEA VALLEY LEGACY

The Lower Lea Valley will

be transformed by plans

developed for the London

2012 Olympic bid,

whether or not the

Olympics come to London.

It will become a long term

commercial and residential

community, with good

transport links, based

within and around the

central park.
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Capital Spaces celebrates recent examples of the high
quality renewal of public spaces that have re-invigorated
the city and the lives of those living in and visiting
London. It sets out a shared vision, contributed to by
many, as to how London will be further improved and
prepared over the coming years, up to and including the
proposals for London’s 2012 Olympic bid.


