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Alexandra od: what doés

it mean for public housing?

The listing of Camden’s Alexandra Road estate was a response to
concern about current repairs, but there are wider implications

BY ANDREW MEAD

The decision to list Camden’s Alexandra Road
housing and adjoining community centre
Grade II* has come midway through a contro-
versial programme of repairs on the estate.
Peter Brooke, the National Heritage Sec-
retary, announced on 18 August that
Alexandra Road would join Sir Norman
Foster’s Willis Faber building and the Smith-
sons’ Economist building as one of the select
exemptions to the usual 30-year rule for list-
ing. Brooke hailed the estatc as ‘onc of the
most distinguished groups of buildings in
England since the Second World War’, and
+ added that it was being listed immediatcly,
because of concern about the quality of the
current repairs.
Alexandra Road was designed in the late
1960s by the London Borough of Camden
Architects’ Department, with Neave Brown
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as job architect, but was not completed until
1978. 'The brief required housing at the
highest allowable density. There are 520
dwellings for over 1600 people in parallel
six- and four-storey blocks, which are boldly
modelled in reinforced concrete. They flank
two gently curving pedestrian streets with
the northernmost block forming an
‘acoustic wall” against the railway line at its
rear. ‘The stepped-back section gives every
dwelling a hzlcony. Neave Brown wanted to
‘render irrelevant the sad distinction
between public and private housing.

‘'he controversial repairs are to the con-
crete and public-lighting system on the
estate. They are being carried out by the
London Borough of Camden under the
Estate Action programme, in the first of
three phases of work which will cost over £8
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shields noise from the
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million. Patch repairs to the concrete are
necessary because there has heen structural
movement in some places, so expansion
joints have opened and water has penetrat-
cd. Rainwater pipes carried within the struc-
ture have become blocked by small stones,
leading to further waler saluralion of the

concrete.
The original lighting system ran along
conduits housed within the concrete. This
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cast-in system has corroded and it is no
longer possible to draw wircs through, so
surface mounted fittings are being installed
on staircases and walkways. Future phases of
work will indude the installation of new
security doors and windows to all the prop-
erties, further concrete repairs, and new
landscaping.

Both English Heritage and DOCOMOMO
are concerned that no attempl is being made
| September 1993

to match the colour, texture and board-
marking of the original concrete, and believe
that the new light fittings not only damage
the lock of the buildings but could lead to
staining and streaking in the future. Some
tenants on the estate share these worries.
Jane Beaton, a committce member of the
South Hampstead Housing Co-op, which
has managed the estate since 1991, and a res-
ident of Alexandra Road from the begin-
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ning, says: ‘I remember how absolutely stun-
ning it looked when I first moved in. I felt
privileged to be here. But there has been a
history of incredible neglect over the years.”
She thinks that the patched concrete is ‘out-
rageous’ and that the lighting system is ‘total
overkill, really obtrusive and unpleasant.
She acknowledges, however, that other ten-
ants feel differently and welcome the new
lighting as an improvement to security.

Andy Brown, head of building design
services in Camden, which is carrying out
the work, says: “We have tried to get a bal-
ance between respecting the original design
of the estate and finding proper solutions,
with guarantees for the next fifteen years, to
the problems lenants are having”

The concrete repairs will, he says, have ‘a
finished dressing coat’ so the patches will be
less conspicuous. As for the lighting, he says:
‘We are not intransigent about other
aptions” He adds: ‘I wouldn't dream of mak-
ing decisions withoul consulting the tenants
and the conservation lobby?

The listing decision makes the involve-
ment of English Heritage obligalory, so their
officers will advise on all future phases of
work on the estate.

The immediale effect of the listing is that
Camden has to obain Listed Building Con-
sent in order to continue wilh the present
works. But the wider implications of the
decision remain to be seen. Ts post-war pub-
lic housing about to come in from the cold?
Will Trellick Tower, Golden Lane and the
Alton [state join Alexandra Road on the
Department of National Herilage listz [
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