
As the row about the coalition government’s sale 
last autumn of Royal Mail “on the cheap” reignited 
this week with the revelation that the publicly 
owned company had been seriously undervalued, 
another political feud was fomenting over its prized 
central London sorting office site.

Still reeling from his premature intervention, the 
two London councils snubbed by London mayor 
Boris Johnson’s decision to take over Royal Mail’s 
Mount Pleasant application on a site that straddles 
Camden and Islington have decided to carry on 
regardless. Camden’s planning committee will 
determine the application on 27 February and 
Islington’s on 10 March. 

The outcomes do not seem to be in doubt. Neither 
— Labour controlled — council would appear to ever 
be prepared to accept the claim by Royal Mail Group 
that it could not afford more than 20% of the 
700-odd properties it wants to pile on the site to  
be affordable. They had been negotiating this and 
other issues with Royal Mail’s planning consultant 
DP9 since the application was submitted in June —  
to no avail. The stalemate would have ended with 
unambiguous rejections in a few weeks’ time.

The application would then have been referred to 
the mayor anyway, as the rules require for a project 
of this scale. But on 10 January DP9 wrote to 

Johnson, asking him to use his powers (under 2008 
regulations) to become the planning authority 
before the two local councils were allowed to go 
through the motions. It then emerged that, at the 
same time the mayor complied with DP9’s request, 
Royal Mail took the opportunity to reduce its 
affordable housing quota to just 12%. 

Royal Mail declines to comment on this timing  
or the proposed figure of 12%. 

Spokeswoman  
Sally Hopkins sent 
Property Week the 
following statement:  
“We are following  
the standard approach 
to calculating the 
maximum reasonable 
proportion of affordable 

housing as part of any development that ensures it 
remains viable. 

“The level of affordable housing at Mount 
Pleasant needs to take into account the 
considerable investment that Royal Mail will have to 
make to place underground all the vans and lorries 
that serve our ongoing operations, thus freeing up 
parts of the site for development. 

“No level of affordable housing has yet been set. 
Discussions around viability continue between 

Royal Mail, the Greater London Authority [GLA], 
the local authorities and their independent 

consultants. The final decision will be made 
by the mayor of London.”

Assuming the figure of 12% goes ahead, 
of the 700-odd flats proposed, fewer than 

50 may be for social renting. And, 
based on current prices in the 
area, the private flats could 
easily fetch a total of more 
than £4bn — mainly from 

foreign investors.
London Assembly 

member Andrew Dismore 
believes the very short 

time lapse between DP9 
approaching the mayor 
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The mayor says  
he expects to  
make a decision  
‘in the summer’
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9 After row about sale price of Royal Mail’s central London Mount Pleasant site,  
there is now controversy about level of affordable housing. Mira Bar-Hillel reports
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and their client reducing the affordable housing 
portion is not a coincidence. 

“The developers’ reduction of their ‘affordable’ 
housing just as they are appealing to the mayor to 
overrule local councils who insist on more is 
disgraceful,” Dismore tells Property Week.   

“The right to make the decisions on the Mount 
Pleasant applications  must stay with the councils, 

proposal is downright lazy — cheap, bland, generic 
and misconceived. 

“I am personally engaged in the strategic effort  
to create a better public realm for this city. In this 
capacity, and as a local resident and employer, I 
believe London can and must do better than this.

“The developer is going to make a vast amount of 
money from this project, but what is being offered  
in return is empty, cynical and vacuous.” 

And even if it overcomes the planning hurdles, 
Royal Mail will have to contend with a local rights of 
light issue. It recently made an offer of £27,000 to  
a local barrister in return for him withdrawing his 
objections to the scheme and waiving his rights of 
light. But David Lonsdale, the barrister who owns 
one of the traditional Victorian houses the area is 
known for, rejected it.

“The proposed buildings are too high, too dense 
and completely incongruous,” Lonsdale says. 

“I think residents would like to see a low-level 
development with a large public space. Islington is 
the least green borough in London and this is an 
excellent chance for much more to be provided. 

“This is the last large undeveloped site in central 
London. The site was a rubbish dump in the 18th 
century but I do not see why it needs to be a rubbish 
dump again in the 21st century.”

Lonsdale says that, if planning consent is granted, 
he will take the matter to the High Court.

With so many obstacles to the redevelopment, it 
seems Royal Mail has a mountain to climb. Camden 
and Islington will soon determine the application 
and submit their detailed reasons for rejecting it to 
the mayor, who says he expects to make a decision 
“in the summer”. 

Royal Mail — and other developers, no doubt — will 
wait impatiently to see whether they can get away 
with claiming that any more than 12% “affordable 
housing” is not viable. It would be a tragic irony if  
the future of affordable housing in London were 
severely compromised by a recently publicly owned 
company — in the name of the Queen. 9

Mira Bar-Hillel is property and planning 
correspondent of London’s Evening Standard.

which have the local community’s interests at heart, 
and should not be stolen from them by the mayor.”

Local MP Emily Thornberry raised the matter in 
parliament last week. 

“The site used to belong to Royal Mail, and 
therefore to all of us,” she pointed out. “It was sold 
for an absolute song. Is it not morally right for at 
least half the site to be used for local people?”  
she asked during prime minister’s questions. 

“Independent valuers have said that the 
developers could build 50% genuinely affordable 
housing and still make a huge profit. How can 12% 
affordable housing help with the cost of living crisis 
for Londoners?”

David Cameron responded by saying: “What is 
important is that, when there are redevelopment 
opportunities, they are not endlessly blocked, 
because we need the development, the growth  
and the housing.” 

Former Labour home secretary Alan Johnson 
famously began his career as a postman. 

“The lack of affordable and social housing on this 
site is another chapter in the scandalous rip-off of  
a great publicly owned service,” he tells Property 
Week. “First it was sold off at a knock-down price 
and now developments on its property are being 
priced beyond the means of most Londoners.”

Last October, when it was floated with a £3.3bn 
price tag, property experts pointed out that the 
valuation of Royal Mail omitted the three substantial 
development sites it owns in London, independently 
valued at £1bn-£1.5bn. In October Liberal Democrat 
business secretary Vince Cable assured parliament 
that he trusted a report that valued all the three 
sites at £300m. 

However, the 13 acre site of the former Royal Mail 
centre at booming Nine Elms mail has been valued,  
if sold for redevelopment as expected, to bring in 
£500m all by itself. And Royal Mail already have 
planning permission for 128 flats — none of which 
are affordable housing — and an eight-storey office 
block behind the 1907 facade of its building in 
Paddington. With a value of around £150m, 
Westminster City Council let Royal Mail get away 
with just a £5m contribution towards off-site 
affordable housing and £2.9m for local good causes. 

Design counsel
If the affordable housing issue can be overcome,  
the scheme will still come under fierce attack on  
the design issues from Thomas Heatherwick, the 
architect of Johnson’s new Routemaster bus, the 
Olympic cauldron and the “garden bridge”. 

Despite needing the mayor’s patronage for his 
bridge, Heatherwick said in an open letter posted  
on the Mount Pleasant Forum website on 9 January 
to the councils: “I have no objection to either the 
development of this site or to high density, but this 
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Residential rethink: affordable housing quota 
at proposed Mount Pleasant site will be 12%


