Planning application by London Borough of Camden – number 2015​/4030​/P

Wording of application: Insulation of external wall insulation systems to  buildings on Mortimer Estate and adjacent Marrick and Kington Houses, Mortimer Crescent, London, NW6 5UR

Overriding objective of the cladding initiative contained in the planning application

External cladding of walls is an insulation measure, the aim of which, according to  Angela Murphy's (Sustainability Strategy Team Leader of Camden Council) very helpful email to me dated 23 July 2015 “is to make homes more affordable to heat, reduce carbon emissions and safeguard current and future residents against the risk of fuel poverty be they tenants or leaseholders” 

This overriding objective needs to be born in mind when considering the objections below:

Objection 1: Crucial administrative errors resulting in unfair and prejudicial planning process
It is imperative that the planning process is fair. It is far too late to complain about any lack of notification after a  planning decision has been made. It is critical then that ALL interested parties be notified as, if not, democracy will not be in operation. It is similar to holding a general election but the electors not notified of either the date  or the issues and yet this is exactly what has happened here.

In short, I was not notified by letter that a planning application had been made. I only found out as a result of an email to me by Angela Murphy on the 23 July 2015 that an application for planning had been made. The application on line refers to the 22 July but, confusingly, Ms Murphy states that the application is valid from the 15 July.  I checked with my tenant of 12 Remsted House today but still a notice has not  been received. One resident of Remsted House has  recently cropped up saying he knows nothing about the planning application and others have also said they have not received a notice.

If a few of us who are acquainted with each other on the Estate have discovered that we have not been notified of the planning application then, I have to say,  it is highly unlikely that the neighbours within 20 metres of the Estate will have been notified as the Council are obliged to do. This really is most unfair and  is akin to a rigged election.

I did, however, receive a letter on the 17 June 2015 which Ms Murphy acknowledges was a mistake as incorrectly referred to a planning application which had not been made.

In short, failure to notify interested parties of the correct date of a planning application is highly prejudicial to residents and the wider community and throws the whole planning process into disrepute.

Objection 2: Lack of information in the planning application
The application is expressed in the simplest of terms - it merely refers to the “installation of an external wall insulation system to buildings on Mortimer Estate and Marrick and Kington Houses with a mix of through-clear render and brick slips finish”.

There is no design detail at all. There  are no photorealistic renders, impressions, description of the work in detail, specification of  the products  to be supplied, colour scheme, statement as to whether all buildings are to be uniform  or not, how  and in what way the  existing brickwork is to be affected, whether any features on the buildings will necessarily require  adaptation and to what extent. An interested party is, therefore, forced to enquire further and the answers he/she gets are entirely unpredictable.

In regard to my question concerning the design, Angela Murphy by email dated 27 July 2015, stated that “information regarding the planning and works will be made available in the usual format and is available on line”. 

However, objectors are expected to object within 21 days from the date of the application which was made which was on the 22.7.2015 and it would be highly prejudicial for the Council to submit detailed information after inviting objections as objectors will not have sufficient time within which to properly respond. This is seen as entirely unsatisfactory.

It is, therefore, only possible to respond with a degree of speculation and by referring to the cladding experience of other council estates. Scaremongering abounds in circumstances like this with different residents having picked up titbits of information, some of which is accurate but much of it is not.

Objection 3: The scope of work is imprecise: there may be ancillary work
On the Kilburn Gate Estate, leaseholders were advised that the award of a central government grant for insulation  was dependent upon the buildings requiring new windows (although the relevant document verifying this was never supplied).

However, in this project, leaseholders have been given no such information and some are under the impression that windows are to be replaced but others are not. It is unacceptable for leaseholders to be expected to submit objections in regard to the scope of work and yet not be advised as to what it is.

I emailed Angela Murphy on the 28 July 2015 asking whether or not the windows are to be replaced and am awaiting a reply. For the moment then, as I would not want these perfectly good windows to be replaced, I am impelled to comment now. 

The windows on the Mortimer Estate are of excellent quality, being double-glazed powder coated aluminium. They are more expensive than the other alternative of UVPC. These windows are not in any way, shape or form defective. There is not a hint of any wear and tear and no sign whatsoever of any deterioration. These types of windows replaced the aluminium ones on the Kilburn Gate estate and if the windows  were to be replaced on the Mortimer Estate,  I am presuming that they would be  replaced with identical ones. I am speculating that the windows may need replacing not due to any inherent defect in them but because they would not function properly with a clad exterior.

Wholesale estate-wide replacement of windows of exceptional quality (out of reach for most people whose means limit them to installing UVPC) with the same is viewed as an unconscionable huge waste of resources and this kind of extravagance should not be laid at the feet of the taxpayer or leaseholders. Of course, individual windows may need repair or replacement but this is a different matter.

Any notion of preventing the laudable aim of fuel poverty is, if you excuse the pun, literally thrown out of the window, if the Council have to go on an expensive frolic in implementing this project by having  to ensure that the buildings function properly.

Objection 4. Aesthetic - Impact upon the surroundings
According to planning guidelines, for a planning proposal to be approved, the initiative must be one which would be an improvement upon the surrounding areas. This is particularly the case where the area is a conservation area where a higher standard of design and finish is expected.

Mortimer Estate borders St John’s Wood Conservation Area. The Estate is surrounded by some beautiful listed buildings of grandeur and stature. The curved pavements are listed in the Conservation Area and this theme is  picked up in the curved walls of the buildings on the Mortimer Estate. If the curved pavements are listed, how much more should curved buildings which are clearly more prominent, receive the same kind of protection that pavements have.  

The Estate, set in beautiful parkland, was built in 1953 and consists of iconic social housing buildings with their classic walkways, individual doors,  curved walls, cast iron railings and in-built cast iron coal storage units which, until now remain intact and untouched, albeit disused. Importantly also, each brick had been individually laid and the bricks are distinctive in their unusual colour.

It is not known how the features of the existing buildings will be affected. It is assumed that the cladding will not carefully follow the curved contours of the buildings but will crudely cover over them in boxy form. Then there are the  coal storage units. Either solution would be unsatisfactory: covering over them would be losing a valued  feature, reminiscent of the 1950s era but cutting the significantly protruding render around these regular and intermittent coal storage units, would look very awkward and highly inelegant. 

To clad these iconic buildings with either fake brick or render would be a travesty. The estate opposite Mortimer Estate is Kilburn Gate (and I am also a leaseholder of a flat on this estate). Prior to cladding, the Kilburn Gate Estate  was a homogenous collection of buildings and their distinctive feature was the pattern created by the way the bricks had been laid. The Estate now looks like a hotchpotch of uncoordinated buildings, lacking coherence, collective identity or distinctive style: one building now looks like a white igloo albeit square whilst the building clad in fake brick looks as though it has been “thrown up”. The original brick on the estate remains in part but it is not complemented in the least by the fake brick but rather, they now clash.

The fake brick is very expensive but is nonetheless  the sort of material one would expect to see “thrown up” on a hastily erected, transient industrial estate - not on a residential estate where the original architect had taken the trouble to ensure that the brickwork created a discernible and distinctive pattern.

Many estates are now being clad in Camden and the borough is beginning to look like insipid replicas of the “thrown up” instead of carefully built culture. Mortimer Estate is a quintessential post-war social housing estate, the likes of which look as though they are beginning to disappear. The Estate represents high quality social housing and these humble, uniform buildings with their simple symmetry are a very good record of life at the time. Why cover up these buildings which would never and could never be built again with inferior material? These types of buildings should not be subjected to insensitive cladding programmes but should be sensitively maintained and, where appropriate, restored. 

Imaginative forms of external  make-overs of buildings (I am reluctant to use the word cladding given the problems) may be appropriate for unsightly, grey, dour Muscovitian buildings, such as, the 1960's brutal tower blocks, devoid of character and hint of detail (and may well improve them) but it would downgrade Mortimer Estate.

The existing Estate with its authentic brick and iconic style is in harmony with the various building styles of the surrounding conserved area. It would be very sad  to make these extensive cladding  changes to the buildings: they are not in keeping with the  style of the existing buildings at all and would remove their character. To transform the estate into one which  has more in common with an industrial estate would look most incongruous with the bordering  Conservation Area and would have a detrimental impact upon the  conserved properties.
Objection 5. Technical: Impact upon the buildings themselves
Purpose of cladding

The purpose of cladding is, as stated above, to minimise heat loss. However, empirical evidence is lacking.

Lack of independent report as to energy saving in practice

Although many estates have now been clad in the borough of Camden. no independent report has been produced by the Council setting out whether these homes post-cladding have resulted in lower energy bills and the extent of the saving. Such a report would be of paramount importance    before committing significant funds to another cladding initiative.

Disadvantages of cladding

a. Condensation and damp

Condensation

The primary problem seems to be that  condensation results  from these cladding insulation projects. I have heard that post-cladding, some buildings have suffered so badly that ad hoc insulation systems have had to be incorporated into the cladding. 

However, again, the Council has not produced a report setting out  the  experiences of the estates post-cladding by pointing out  which estates which have suffered from damp or condensation, the extent of the problems  together with the measures taken to eradicate them  and an indication as to how successful those measures have been. 

The contractor’s (Lakehouse) OWN booklet (copy attached) at page 8, in answer to the question as to whether external insulation creates condensation answers  that “condensation can occur in certain conditions; however this can be eradicated by ensuring adequate ventilation is maintained”.

The buildings on Mortimer Estate do not suffer from condensation  and certainly my flat does not. Condensation is trapped damp air which cannot escape through the walls and so windows need to be opened to enable the air to escape. People are reluctant to do this in the winter months. The contractor’s comment gives the impression that condensation can always be eliminated but it can be very difficult to combat on ground floor properties where people are reluctant to open the windows for safety reasons. Trapped damp air will lead to black mould which spreads rapidly and can completely cover a room in no time.

My ground floor flat in Kilburn Gate (flat 11) suffers from condensation and, at one point, the bathroom was so covered in black mould that it looked like the “Black Hole of Calcutta”. In phased stages, I   introduced the following: instructed all trickle vents on the windows to be left open, installed a heavy-duty, humidistat Environvent fan (the best on the market) in the bathroom, a humidistat fan in the toilet, a new extractor fan in the kitchen and finally, a Nuaire Flatmaster which was very expensive to buy and install but is reputedly the best device at combating condensation. However, the condensation is still not being held at bay (even though the filters are changed frequently, as required) and has worsened post cavity wall insulation. I recently had to redecorate the bathroom yet again and a Council surveyor (Richard O’Malley)  has been enlisted to  monitor the situation.

Damp

It is common knowledge within the building industry that rendered buildings are associated with difficult damp problems. Should the render crack and water penetrate it, damp will creep into the interior of the building. The problem becomes insoluble without removing the render. 

b) HS2

HS2 is planned to run under this estate and is to run directly under Remsted House. It seems premature to embark upon a cladding project prior to the train being in operation as unanticipated structural or cosmetic problems could emanate from this train service. Residents may also be subjected to yet another period of disruption as a result of HS2 underground work and the newly clad buildings may become damaged.

There has been no reassurance from the Council that this insulation project will not in any way be adversely affected by the HS2 train.

Objection 6: No consideration of alternatives to cladding have been considered
There are other methods which are less destructive which the Council have not considered:

Repointing

The buildings on the Estate were repointed within the last 7 years or so but I am aware that some leaseholders are complaining that the work was done very shoddily. It is submitted that this repointing work be done again (at no cost to the leaseholder) and if done properly, should aid heat retention.

Internal lining of walls

With HS2 impending, lining could incorporate sound-proofing on the lower floors, if such a measure proved desirable.

Condensing boilers

Another very effective method for minimising energy use is the installation of condensing boilers which reduce energy bills by between 20% to 30%. All new boiler installations have to be the condensing type now but the Council could aid residents by replacing existing energy inefficient boilers with condensing boilers prior to their need for replacement.

Customised solutions versus standard solutions

There are benefits to be obtained by considered analysis upon the issues arising from different estates  customised solutions may be far more effective and cost efficient: for example, the UVPC sheet under the window in the sitting rooms on the Mortimer Estate may well benefit by replacement with complementary brick or other compatible, durable, heat retaining material. 

Objection 7: The very laudable motive of “making homes more efficient to heat and to safeguard against fuel poverty of tenants and leaseholders” is called into question.
The Council's commitment to energy-saving has to be seriously questioned as it is not adopting consistent practises elsewhere. Residents of Templar House (a council estate opposite Kilburn tube) have been notified that their old, inefficient, expensive-to-run communal heating system is to be updated at huge cost (even though on another Camden Council estate - the Kilburn Vale  Estate – the updating of the antiquated communal heating system  was jettisoned in favour of the installation of condensing boilers at no cost to the entirety of the residents on the estate). 

Objection 8: Economic: Elimination of fuel poverty has not been established and other types of poverty are being created in the process of these initiatives being implemented
The overriding objective  of the initiative is to reduce or remove fuel poverty for all  and it is crucial that the objective is attained. To put tenants and leaseholders through a significant period of disruption and with it the risk of burglaries (which I have experienced twice when scaffolding has been erected) and expense is only worth it if the objective is attained. However, please note the following:

No evidence of lower energy bills

My tenants at Kilburn Gate have not reported a saving of energy but importantly, no independent report by the Council on the cost-saving has been made available.

The cost of the insulation project and the creation of hardships

According to Angela Murphy, the approximate cost of the insulation on the Mortimer Estate  (taking into account the grant monies) is about £5,000. Even if there was an averaged out saving  of £100 to £150 per annum per household  in fuel bills, it would take from 33 to 50 years to see a benefit.

It is to be very seriously questioned as to whether the ends justify the means and it seems extremely ironic that in seeking to reduce fuel poverty, another type of poverty is  resulting. I am aware of many who have sold their flats on the Kilburn Gate estate as they simply cannot afford the enormous costs charged for the the insulation and associated work.¹ With more bills impending for necessary work on that estate,  the financial strain has just been too much for many. The overriding objective would surely have failed if people have to sell the very buildings which are supposed to assist them.
Cost of the projects are much higher as a result of dispensation from tendering
With major projects like this, the bills are far  higher as the work is not tendered for. Again, this is ironic as cost-saving is one of the reasons the Council is granted  dispensation from tendering from the Leasehold Valuation Tribunal, arguing that a better service in terms of quality and cost will emanate by the Council selecting a contractor acquainted with the estates rather than going out to tender. 

High maintenance

The buildings on the Estate are maintenance-free at the moment and this is a huge advantage. However, painted render requires regular decoration. The cost of labour is becoming increasingly expensive and any energy-saving is obviated by the need to decorate. What may possibly be gained on one level is lost on another.

In short, the cost of the project itself and future costs associated with maintenance and the potential need to  eradicate condensation on the ground floors are additional financial burdens which  cast a cloud over the objective of fuel poverty avoidance.

Conclusion
These  authentic buildings on the Mortimer Estate are representative of their era and are a fine  example of very good social housing in the 1950s and so they should be conserved and restored. Cladding should be confined to universally unappealing,  ugly or soulless buildings which need  a face-lift.

The Victorian  ceiling rose crushed  under a layer of insensitive plaster cannot blossom again. Likewise, this Estate  would never be able to recreate the 1950's ambiance and the Conservation Area will no longer be in harmony with the new bulbous buildings. Something of 1953 – the year of the Queen's coronation, where city gents wore top hats and bowler hats to work and Wolsely 6/80 police cars patrolled the smoggy streets – will have been lost.  This is the overriding aesthetic reason why I would urge that this application be rejected.

Sarah Davis

Leaseholder of 12 Remsted House, Mortimer Estate, Mortimer Crescent, London, NW6 5UT

3 Lake Walk, Collingtree, Northampton, NN4 ONH (temporary address)

Endnotes

1. Leaseholders faced a combined total of about £26,000 minimum for two invoices incorporating temporary  roof repair, roof replacement, window replacement and external cladding. Upon Mortimer Estate, despite Angela Murphy's figure of £5,000 for the insulation work, there  is now talk of the cost  being about £11,000 although this needs to be clarified. This is considerable given that the initiative is not essential work and will involve further expense which hitherto did not exist.

