Greater London Association of Trade Unions Councils

Response to Mayor’s Draft London Plan
On behalf of the trade union councils in London’s 32 boroughs (plus the City of London) GLATUC represents London trade unionists’ interests in the community and local government. Our affiliated trades councils have branches affiliated to them aggregating about 250,000 members. On behalf of them and the TUC, GLATUC has active relationships with the trade union centres in most of Europe’s capital cities as well as a number of others in the Americas and Asia.

We feel it will be most useful to focus on certain of our major concerns rather than echoing the areas of agreement or giving a detailed critique. This is to assist in ensuring the plan is fine-tuned in the interests of Londoners. To achieve this the response form is not helpful so we have set out our views in a separate document.

The draft Plan recognizes that the lack of co-ordinated strategic planning has severely hampered London and distorted its development. The Mayor is to be applauded for restarting the process, previously undertaken by the GLC, of trying to develop a coherent policy for the capital.

There is still a massive problem in not giving the Mayor and GLA the necessary control over key areas of London Government such as housing, health, education and key elements of transport. We also have great concern at the role of a basically undemocratic business dominated London Development Agency, a role that should be in the hands of the Mayor and GLA.

We share many of the broad objects set out in the plan but there are some areas of concern.

1. We are greatly concerned that in the list of stakeholders and key partners trade unions are not mentioned. As the bodies representing the biggest group of people in London we think this must be rectified. Trade unions should be a major partner in their own right. This should also mean as much resources available for community groups and trade unions as other stakeholders.

2. There is great emphasis made on the role of the finance sector. There is, however, considerable evidence that the concentration of the finance sector in the City has distorted not only the development of the Regional economy but also the National. This has wide implications for how the London economy, and its various sectors and services, develop. It has a major impact on income disparity, distortion of the housing market and creation of massive transport problems.

3. We see housing as a key part of the plan but believe this can only be fully tackled when a large proportion of the housing stock is held in public hands (which amongst other things revolutionises the “to let” sector). More housing needs to be opened up in central London to ease transport problems, create balanced area use and resist the over-dominance of the commercial sector. Developments in the centre should have genuine housing provision challenging pressure for commercial use. Existing building stock should get planning advantage for use as affordable “to let” accommodation. Proper planning is needed to co-ordinate developments to stop, for example, the gradual conversion of the River Thames to a canyon of luxury flats where only the super rich can get a glimpse of the river. As part of planning we would want a limit on height of both accommodation and commercial buildings. We are not convinced that more and more massive towers give any medium–to-long term advantage to the city. What the commercial towers do do is continue to create massive transport problems, harm the environment and destroy the balanced appearance of the city, making it an unattractive place to live and work in. So many of the good, historic buildings have already been destroyed and we destroy more at the risk of creating a city without soul and character. We are constantly told such developments are for our future economic benefit but always the advantages seem to go to the speculators and developers, not to ordinary Londoners. Whenever an area starts to pick up the existing residents get squeezed out by the more affluent and the services are geared to these new interests.

4. A major concern for GLATUC is the economy and jobs. We appreciate that the Mayor and GLA have only limited powers in these key areas and believe too much is in the hands of unelected quangos. The Government should devolve more powers to the Mayor and GLA. However, there needs to be a radical examination of ways to attract or boost production industries to the area. The lack of that base creates an inherently weak economic structure. More emphasis needs to be given to the necessity for creation and preservation of manufacturing and productive industries. This radical thinking also needs to address one of the areas of great conflict in our society - the complex relationship of economic pressures with other aspects, such as the environment, local community needs and dialogue with local government, the trade unions and the employers.  We also have problems with some of the examples given relating to growth areas in the Plan. In particular, we are not convinced by arguments about numbers of jobs to be created. Taking one area we know of, Paddington Basin, the projections of new jobs are dubious as most appear to be jobs decanted from elsewhere. Even what appear to be new retail jobs do not take into account how many will be lost in nearby smaller outlets who are often driven out by newer, larger outlets. It is well known that supermarkets effect a net reduction in retail sector employment. There is also a major problem about providing jobs for local communities, as the case of Canary Wharf showed.

5. A good illustration of this is the argument about new river crossings. Certainly there is a need for improved cross-river linkage but this must be done with great care to minimise environmental and community impact. In some cases tunnels would be a better solution. In any event we are opposed to the use of tolls for such crossings. The construction of additional crossings and associated new roads not only threaten to destroy yet more communities, but also may conflict with the policy of reducing road traffic: it is accepted that new roads stimulate vehicle movements.

6. We are very concerned at the suggestions for the growth of sub-regions linking across boroughs. This ties in with proposals for pan-borough provision of certain services and developments in health and education. Whilst supporting greater integration of developments this should not be done at the expense of a further erosion of already seriously weakened local authorities. Larger local government units imply greater remoteness of elected politicians from their electors, which can only encourage centralising and authoritarian politics. We want more democratic participation and control, not less. 

7. To this end we want to see a properly democratically accountable City area. The input and influence of the City under present arrangements seriously distorts the type, content and accessibility of the debate on London.

8. Greater democratic control should be extended to education and health, not the present government policy of ghettoising control.

9. We feel that London could learn from the experience of Continental neighbours on methods of ensuring continued variety and vitality of life in borough or larger centres by provision of lower cost smaller units for shops and community enterprises.

10. We want greater control over the activities of supermarket chains in siting of large stores with impact on local economies, transport and environment. We note that small-scale retail activity is a traditional route towards prosperity and social integration for immigrants.

11. We support the approach of balanced community development with mixes of accommodation, small and larger businesses, proper open space and leisure provision. We are, therefore, concerned that some of the examples of areas for development would present major problems for doing this in conjunction with greater density development, particularly on already overstressed transport and the environment.

12. Transport is obviously a key to the development of London and action already taken on the bus network is welcomed. The Government’s intransigence on the tube is a major problem limiting London’s ability to progress. Further, the lack of proper integration of the rail service in and across London hampers planning. New links are broadly welcomed particularly with Cross Rail being projected out into the surrounding Region. We support greater use of trams based on success in Croydon and Manchester.

13. One area that needs greater attention is improvement. to good Continental standards, of inter-modal points, particularly for the disabled, those with luggage or children and for pensioners. This is particularly acute at major termini.

14. We also believe greater attention needs to be given to traffic enforcement such as in bus lanes, junctions, parking, vehicle roadworthiness etc. Either more dedicated traffic police or greater liaison and use of wardens.

15. Control of access times for heavy vehicles would greatly ease congestion, speed up unloading times and assist in developing more environmentally friendly policies by distributors.

16. We continue our opposition to congestion charging. We fully support mechanisms for controlling access to the centre but do not support a basically Thatcherite solution – if you’re rich enough you can get access (and probably it will be all paid by the company anyway). Our difficulty is with the basic concept. We hear the arguments that this is aiding the poorest who do not have private vehicles, but within the policy it hits hardest the less well off who need to use private vehicles, either by the nature of their work or the inadequacy of public transport. We could understand the argument if it was admitted it was the only option to do something about the transport mess and, given the Government refusal to fund things, the need for some transport specific income stream. For us the best solution would be a license, based on a points system which was transparent and objective, giving priority to those who most need to use private transport. There is also a major question mark over congestion charge enforcement and the risk of creating a poll tax-style “won’t pay” backlash.

17. The best solution to raising funds for London would be a form of property/land value tax which would pay a proportion of any rise in land value to the GLA. This would mean that where public investment in upgrading an area such as by transport links led to a rise in land/property values there would be a proportionate income to the GLA.

18. We support the idea of a modest tourist tax to generate income. We also ask again what happened to the City offer to support an employers’ levy for transport improvements

19. We urge a fundamental examination of airport development – not only looking at where future growth should occur but also questions such as safety aspects of over-flying residential areas, better transport planning with equal priority to passengers other than business, provision of transport for airport workers.

20. We support a massive increase in Thames River use for both transport and commercial purposes. This requires incentives for developing river use.

21. To assist the better and more equitable operation of the capital we support the setting up of community translation/interpretation resource centres to assist communication within the city.
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