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

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

As I have only become aware of crucial information at a very late hour, I am necessarily having to submit revised objections which are set out below:

Earnest plea
I would implore that the planning process considers this application on its merits, that it would put aside the world of politics for the moment and  seriously consider the objections. To reject this  application would protect the things that many residents love about their homes,  protect  a remarkable architect's heritage and would safeguard resources, prevent hardship for many without compromising the reduction of carbon emissions which can be effected by other methods.

The process of planning provides the opportunity for review which may not have been possible before and merely to rubber stamp a cabinet decision would be doing the issues a gross injustice - the objections raised are as important as the number of objectors and are worthy of earnest consideration.
Background
The question of cost is not  specifically listed  as a matter which planners are required to consider.  However, cost is a relevant factor where the  raison d'etre of a project is to save costs. If costs are not saved, the purpose of the project will have failed and so, in these circumstances, cost does  become a relevant matter which planners should consider. 
KEY POINT: The purpose of EWI is to save costs and so the question of whether it does needs to be considered at planning stage.
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”. 

KEY POINT: The twin overriding objectives of EWI are:

· minimising fuel poverty; and

· reducing carbon emissions

and these need to be born in mind when considering the objections below:

Objection 1: Crucial administrative errors resulting in unfair and prejudicial planning process 
Failure to notify application for planning application in the prescribed format
I only found out about the planning application as a result of an email  sent to me by Angela Murphy on the 23 July 2015 but received no formal postal notification in the prescribed format. There  is even a greater need to notify residents where, as here,  the project  is of significant financial value. I received a letter on the 17 June but this was a mistake and, very importantly, did not have the necessary reference number on it.

 .

A few of us who acquainted with each other on the Estate all say that we have not received formal notification  and so,   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 am not aware of notices put on lampposts but  even if legally acceptable, this would morally be inadequate for significant building work.

However, finding out the names and addresses of leaseholders so as to notify them is an uphill struggle. I wrote to  Leaseholder Services on 7 August requesting this information and am still waiting for them to respond.  

KEY POINT: The failure to notify interested parties of the correct date of the planning application for work of significant value is highly prejudicial to residents and the wider community. It is unfair to expect to receive objections when residents do not even know an application for planning has been made. Many residents have no idea that changes are planned to be made to their homes.
The impression given that the outcome of the planning application is a foregone conclusion
At the first consultative meeting, it is reported that the contractor was heard to advise that the work was going ahead even though planning permission had not been granted.

In fact, leaseholders have already received a section 20 notice dated 29 July 2015 regarding the work but this is premature given that permission has not yet been granted!

In addition, this section 20 notice states that the works will not start before the end of the consultation period which is the 1st September but how can objections be considered on the very day work is to start?

KEY POINT: There is a feeling that the Council wants to rush this initiative through as fast as it can and that the processes in place for challenge are a sham.
Objection 2: Lack of essential information in the planning application at the date of registration
When the application was registered on the 22 July 2015, there was no indication of what the buildings would look like, merely referring  to the the installation of EWI with a mix of  render and brick slips.

On the 27 July 2015, I emailed Ms Murphy explaining that there were no design drawings  on the planning portal at all but, aware of the time limit, submitted objections without knowing what the buildings would look like. I was never advised of when the design information was put upon the portal.

My objections had to be revised when I stumbled across the drawings  on the portal on the 16 August. Much time was wasted.

All information should have been made available on the planning portal when the application was registered on the 22 July 2015.

KEY POINT: Residents have been treated unfairly by the  lack of drawings on the planning portal when the application was registered on the 22 July as they cannot properly object within time without that information. 

Objection 3: No accompanying  design information has been provided
By email dated 3 August, Ms Murphy advised that the windows would not, despite speculation, among residents, be replaced and so I had wasted time commenting upon them in my earlier objection.

There are annotated drawings on the website (note that in regard to the Remsted House drawing, the comment next to A2 is not identified on the drawing.)

However, by themselves, these drawings alone are   inadequate as there is no WRITTEN scope of works or specification sent to residents setting out the necessary detail which people are concerned about. There has been one meeting specifically held for leaseholders and those who are on holiday, too busy, ill or live outside London are very seriously jeopardized. Written information is essential anyway – no-one in their right minds would go ahead with a significant building project without essential issues being reduced to writing. Some of the concerns are as follows:

-The width of the cladding is unknown
The cladding will reduce the width of the walkways (which are already very narrow and  only allow people to walk in single file) and this could remove the ability to hang the much loved  window plant boxes. Wheelchairs and double buggies may also have difficulties in manoeuvring.

-The in-built coal bunkers  – what will happen to them?
Space and storage are premium in London and these  disused storage bunkers, which are period features, are invaluable for storage. It is unknown whether the cladding is to completely cover the storage bunkers  or whether it is be cut round them  and  if the latter, whether the bunkers will still be operable.

-The appearance of the render
The distinction between brick slips and brick-effect render has only been drawn to my attention by Cllr Sian Berry on the 24 August 2015.

-Confusion exists as to the render cover
At the leaseholder meeting, attendees were advised that the brick slips are to cover the front of the buildings whereas the drawings show them going around  the buildings at first floor height.

-Maintenance issues
Drawing upon the experience of other clad estates, residents are very nervous that the buildings will be ruined as a result of  experiences on other clad estates, such as, Canterbury Terrace where the buildings suffer from dreadful yellow staining from boilers (which are inevitable) and so require regular  decoration. I am awaiting written confirmation from the Council that this will not occur and until then, have no alternative but to presume that the buildings will stain and require regular decoration.

KEY POINT: No supporting WRITTEN design information has been sent to residents. Potentially removing the ability to hang cherished plant boxes on the window sills, removing  the coal bunkers which provide invaluable storage  and  restricting important access are all very undesirable. There has been nothing in writing regarding the type of render cover and confusion abounds as to the positioning of the brick slips. Finally, written  confirmation is awaited that the buildings will not require decoration.
Objection 4: Aesthetic: Impact upon the surroundings
For planning to be granted, the buildings should result in 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.

The majority of the buildings are to be covered in white and grey render (with some fake brick thrown in) and, judging by the experience of the Canterbury Terrace estate, could look ghastly, dirty and stained in no time. As stated, the  Council has represented that the silicone-effect finish will not, after a few years,  need painting  and written confirmation is awaited although, in any event, render  is not a patch on a brick exterior which lasts for centuries, only ever needs repointing and rarely so.

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 the curved buildings be protected? 

The Estate, set in beautiful parkland, was built in 1953 and is a quintessential post-war housing estate, consisting of iconic social housing buildings with their classic walkways, individual doors,  curved walls, cast iron railings and in-built cast iron coal storage bunkers which, until now remain untouched. Importantly also, each brick had been individually laid and the bricks are distinctive in their unusual colour.

This Estate was designed under the auspices  of Scottish architect, Sir Robert Matthew, OBE, one time chief architect of London's County Council and professor of architecture at Edingburgh University  who had  many high-profile architectural roles in his time, was responsible for designing some key landmarks, such as, the Royal Festival Hall and New Zealand House and acquired an international reputation. This highly acclaimed and multi-award winning architect (a Sloane medalist and Pugin award recipient) was passionately committed to collective welfare-socialism and this is  reflected in his architecture as he is particularly associated with social housing and public buildings.
To crudely clad this Estate  would be a crying shame. The cladding will not carefully follow the curved contours of the buildings but will plaster over them in boxy form and covering over the coal bunkers is removing storage and plastering over history. The alternative of cutting the  protruding render around these regular and intermittent coal bunkers would look  inelegant. 

The Estate represents high quality social housing, the likes of which are beginning to disappear as Camden Council and other councils are removing history, individuality and character into insipid, crude, clad estates which are bland replicas of each other. There are enough soulless buildings being erected now but to create even more of them  by covering up the character of a building designed under the auspices of  an exceptional architect of international repute, is a travesty.

These simple but elegantly symmetrical, authentic buildings are a very good record of life in the 1950's  and are in harmony with the various historical building styles of the surrounding areas. Why cover up these buildings which would never and could never be built again?  

Mortimer Hall and Hinchbrook House  are to remain untouched and so the estate is  likely to end up looking like  Kilburn Gate which has turned into  a hotchpotch  of  uncoordinated buildings which do  not harmonise and has  a prefabricated image. Even if Mortimer Estate is to be clad with brick slips as compared with the horrendous brick-effect render at Kilburn Gate, this is still not as good material as good old-fashioned brick. Why cover perfectly good brick with inferior brick slip?

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 concrete, dour Muscovitian buildings, such as, the 1960's brutal  concrete tower blocks but would downgrade Mortimer Estate.

KEY POINT:  This Estate is privileged to have been built under the guidance of one of the most honoured and revered architects of the post-war period – Sir Robert Matthew OBE.  To vandalise Sir Robert Matthew's  Estate by covering it with bland, featureless render  and  inferior brick slips,  is seriously dishonouring   this passionate socialist and his ideals: high quality, practical, nicely proportioned social housing  for the working class. The original brickwork still looks good after 60 odd years.  Even if capable of being durable for many years, brick slips   pale in comparison to bricks which last  for centuries. This Estate is sufficiently worthy to be left alone and to be admired as a good representation of its era.
Objection 5:  Impact upon the buildings themselves-condensation
Some buildings have apparently suffered so badly from condensation as a result of EWI that ad hoc insulation systems have had to be incorporated into the cladding. 

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

The contractor’s (Lakehouse) OWN booklet (see attachment) at page 8, states  that “condensation can occur in certain conditions; however this can be eradicated by ensuring adequate ventilation is maintained”.

However, condensation is not always easy to combat particularly on  ground floor properties where people are reluctant to open windows for security reasons and even several sophisticated fans may  still  not combat the problem and I speak from personal experience.

At the eleventh hour, the Council has produced a report by Weatherby recommending their product. However, as it is Council's decision to install EWI,  it should be guaranteeing that no condensation will be created or that it will not worsen.

Trapped damp in render can also cause insoluble problems.
KEY POINT: Condensation can result from cladding but  the Council has not produced a report stating the extent of it and the remedies implemented to combat it. The Council should be guaranteeing that EWI will  not result in  condensation  or that it will not worsen. Render is also associated with very difficult damp problems.
Objection 6: The Council has not produced an energy-efficiency survey to support EWI 
ECO rule requirements
The Council says that the contractor plans to get  grant-aided funding for the EWI via ECO (Energy Company Obligation)

The energy company ought to be furnished with an energy survey of the Estate. Under the ECO guidance rules, that survey, in which boiler efficiency amongst other things  should be  considered, is required to be carried out by a chartered surveyor or Green Deal expert and should contain a “recommended measure”. An Energy Performance Certificate (EPC) is insufficient.

Importantly also, the ECO guidance states that funding and the work should be agreed upon before work starts whereas in this project, a grant is sought to be obtained after the work has been carried out.
KEY POINT: The energy survey of the Estate by a chartered surveyor or a Green Deal expert as required by ECO containing EWI  as the “recommended measure” has not been produced despite repeated requests and, unusually, a grant is being sought after the work has been completed even though the ECO rules state that the funding and the work  need to be agreed before work commences.
Objection 7: The overriding objective of the reduction of fuel poverty is questionable
Inconsistent policies of the Council
Fuel poverty is only one type of poverty: It is of  concern that the Council is treating  leaseholders on its various estates unequally even though there are only two types of leases and so it is not genuinely interested in keeping costs down for all. 

On the Templar House estate, the outmoded communal  heating system was renewed at significant cost to leaseholders whereas on the Kilburn Vale estate, condensing boilers were installed at no cost to leaseholders. 

Similarly, on the Somers Town decentralized energy project, council estates have benefited from the very latest in energy-saving technology at no cost whatsoever to leaseholders

​KEY POINT: The Council charges  leaseholders on some estates for  energy-efficient measures  whilst not charging  others and so its commitment to any kind of alleviation of hardship or poverty for all  is called into question.
The evidence of eradication of fuel poverty
Sustainability Officer of the Council, Andrew Lovern's letter dated 30 July 2015, fact sheet estimates a saving from £145 to £239/274 per year from EWI.

The Energy Saving Trust estimates an average of £145 saving per year for a flat.  Please be referred to the Energy Saving Trust's website: http://www.energysavingstrust.org.uk/domestic/solidwall
The cost of this project is estimated to be £7,264.18 which, if divided by the saving of £145, results in a figure of 50. This means that it would take 50 years of savings before the capital cost of the project  had been paid off.

In fact, it would take more than that given the likelihood of having  to regularly decorate the rendered buildings.

The cost of EWI  could result in a lot of leaseholders being plunged into hardship as this is a significant cost given that it is not ESSENTIAL work.  The elderly or ill who bought under the right to buy legislation and have only the state  to rely on are likely to be particularly badly affected.  Rather than reduce poverty, this measure  together with the on-going cost of decorating creates hardship for many.

There is hardly any difference between the saving resulting from EWI and an energy-efficient (ie condensing) boiler. My Energy Performance Certificate (see the savings column in the EPC attachment) of 2009 stated that EWI  would only save £24 more per year than a condensing boiler.

Service charges must be reasonable and  given that there is a far more reasonably priced method of reducing fuel bills, EWI is not reasonable. Unreasonable service charges are irrecoverable.

KEY POINT: The eradication of fuel poverty is a nonsense given the enormous number of years of savings it would take to recover the project cost. A condensing boiler provides more or less the same energy savings as EWI but  is far, far cheaper to install. The installation of EWI is, therefore, an unreasonable service charge for which the Council should not be able to recover.
The type of property which suffers the most from high bills and the need for a comparative study of estates
By email dated  9 August 2015, the Council acknowledges that Victorian properties are likely to have higher fuel bills than purpose built blocks of flats but have not specifically targeted the Victorian property for energy-efficiency assistance.

Neither has the Council responded to my request on 12 August 2015  for an explanation as to which  council estate in particular would benefit from EWI. An estate with an especially  high proportion of tenants rather than leaseholders would arguably be in greater need of energy-efficient measures but the Council has not provided a comparative study of the estates and nor provided reasoning for its decision.

KEY POINT: In seeking to reduce fuel poverty, the Council has not earmarked energy-efficient solutions to  those properties with the highest fuel bills and importantly has not explained what makes one estate rather than another eligible for EWI. It has not targeted estates which have a very low number of leaseholders on them, as would be expected.
Objection 8: There are various ways of achieving the  overriding  objective of reducing carbon emissions  and A-rated boilers get better results than EWI
Other alternative methods of reducing carbon emissions are cheaper
A rated energy-efficient boilers

Condensing boilers – for which ECO grants are available (albeit perhaps not as readily as wall insulation) result in similar energy savings as  EWI but they are also  more effective at reducing carbon emissions.

According to the Energy Saving Advice Service (see email attachment), EWI for a 3 bedroom property would save 1,100kg of carbon dioxide each year whilst an A rated boiler would save around £1,200kg each year.

Condensing boilers are also advantageous in that they are very easy to install, compatible with different fuels and with other technologies and the capital costs are not too great if they need to be replaced by better boilers at a later date. Internal measures would also avoid scaffolding and the opportunity for burglaries which are associated with scaffolding.

KEY POINT: A-rated condensing boilers, for which ECO grants are available, are far cheaper to install than EWI and are even better as they  are more effective at reducing carbon emissions.  They are easy to install, compatible with other technologies and there are no on-going maintenance costs and can be replaced at a later date in keeping with new technology without a huge investment having been wasted.  
Internal lining of walls
With HS2 impending, lining could incorporate sound-proofing on the lower floors, if such a measure proved desirable.

Roof insulation

According to the ECO 2  measures table in the ECO guidance (see the measures table attachment), the “IU” factors of various installation measures are as follows: EW1 – 25%, loft insulation – 35% and flat roof – 15%. Pitched roof insulation is not identified in the table but clearly, insulation of the pitched roof was  and is worth investigating.

Customised solutions

The UVPC panelling  under the windows in the sitting rooms on the Estate are very poor at  retaining heat and yet there is no recommendation that these be replaced or rendered.

The Council makes council estate residents feel like second-class citizens as they do not feel as though they are truly consulted. This is to be contrasted with the attitude taken to the residents of conservation areas where the Council is too nervous even to publish its own guidance without their approval.

KEY POINT: A report containing various energy-efficiency options has not been made available to residents so as to encourage  debate as to which would be the most appropriate. The Council does not respect residents of council estates who are presented with fait a complis unlike residents of conservation areas to whom the Council curtseys.

Objection 9: Fresh on-going maintenance obligations are not improvements
The lease allows the Council to recover expenditure for repairs and improvements. 

However, placing  new onerous, on-going financial obligations upon leaseholders to decorate buildings which hitherto did not require it are not improvements. As mentioned earlier, the Council says that decoration will not, in fact, be required but written confirmation is awaited and residents, drawing from the experience of other clad estates, particularly of the  Canterbury Terrace estate  which looks truly dreadful after a few years, are naturally suspicious. 

KEY POINT: Rendered buildings which require on-going maintenance are  not  improvements and leaseholders are only obliged to pay for improvements. Written confirmation from the Council is awaited that decoration will not be required  although judging by the experience of other clad estates, residents are concerned that the buildings  will need maintaining.
Objection 10: Depletion of the Council's housing budget  needed for essential works
Ms Murphy has quoted a figure of 20% grant for the work although this is not definite as the grant  is being applied for after completion of the work. 80% of the EW1 is to  be funded by the Council and leaseholders but as the Estate comprises about one third leaseholders, the majority of the work will be paid for by the Council.

However, the Council's  pot could be better used for  projects other than this non-essential work; for example,  renewing deteriorated estates or  assisting the very  needy, such as, the homeless.  Even if the Council had to apply funds to the estates in Camden,  please note that Mortimer  Estate is in need of essential work which is long overdue; most notably, the marble tiles near the stairwells in many blocks are broken and the stairwells themselves are depressing and gloomy. 

KEY POINT: If a grant is obtained, it will be modest, covering  about 20% of the cost. The Council will be the major funder of the EWI and its resources would be better put to essential needs, such as, helping the homeless. Alternatively, towards essential works, such as, renovating the stairwells of the blocks which have chipped tiles and are in a bad state of repair. 
Conclusion
The  Council's overriding objective  of reducing fuel poverty falls flat on its face by this initiative. The other overriding objective of carbon emission reduction is better achieved by the grant-aided, far cheaper, less destructive and less disruptive method of installing condensing boilers which may be very needed on this estate if there are non-condensing boilers in existence. Other methods, such as, roof insulation may also be very effective.

There are numerous other objections to  this EWI initiative: the process has been unfair, the much  needed  and valued coal bunker storages will be lost,  the drawings on the portal are contradicted by comments at the meeting, there is no essential accompanying design  information in writing, the energy-saving  report to be provided by a chartered surveyor or Green Deal expert  under the ECO rules  has not   been produced, the Council in targeting this estate has selected one  which does not have  a  very high percentage of  tenants, no other energy-saving options have been discussed and fresh burdens may well have been created.

The Victorian  ceiling rose crushed  under a layer of insensitive plaster cannot blossom again. Likewise, this lovely Estate  would never be able to recreate the 1950's ambiance and the conservation area will no longer be in harmony with the new white bloated  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 bare streets will have been lost. Sadly, by turning our backs on Sir Robert Matthew's influence  and covering over the  superior exterior of the buildings with the inferior, is a regressive step.  This is the overriding aesthetic reason why I would urge that this application be rejected.

Please note that I am unable to properly complete these representations as I am awaiting information from the Council, of which the planning officer, Jonathan McClue is aware.

Sarah Davis: 12 Remsted House, Mortimer Estate, Mortimer Crescent, London, NW6 5UT

