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Tony Belton’s testimony to the Ram Brewery site Enquiry 
27 November 2009 

 
My name is Anthony Belton, commonly known as Tony Belton. I have been a 
councillor (and/or Alderman) of the London Borough of Wandsworth since 1971 and 
a Wandsworth resident since 1966. I have been Leader of the Labour Group on the 
Council for 27 of the last 32 years.  
 
I have been a member of the Planning Applications Committee, or its predecessors, 
for most of my 39 years on the Council and was the Chairman of the Planning 
Committee, then  responsible for both the policies and the applications responses, 
from 1975-78. I was responsible for some of the policies, which still inform current 
Council policies, perhaps most notably with regard to Wandsworth’s five town 
centres (Balham, Clapham Junction, Putney, Tooting and Wandsworth). 
 
General Objections. I support the objections made to the current application by the 
Wandsworth Society and upwards of 100 other objectors according to the 
Wandsworth Planning Applications database. I list some of these objections but to 
avoid repetition I will then concentrate on a few, where I think I have something to 
add to other objections. The general list include:-  

1. The height of the towers, which is out of all proportion to any existing 
buildings in South-West London and completely out of scale with the historic 
centre of Wandsworth and far higher than any of the Southside developments.  

2. The layout of the scheme, which is too dense and completely lacking in human 
scale.  

3. The massing and density of the scheme.  
4. The visual appearance of the scheme, which is overbearing and detrimental to 

the surrounding neighbourhood.  
5. The car parking provision, which is inadequate to support a retail scheme of 

this size.  
6. The lack of sufficient affordable housing.  
7. The residential content provided is not of the size or type required to satisfy 

local housing needs.  
8. The design of the housing, which falls short of Council or Government 

standards.  
9. Public transport in the town centre, which is currently overcrowded and 

inadequate, with the main local transport hub (Clapham Junction) recently 
described as the worst station for congestion and passenger comfort in the 
country. 

10. The proposals are harmful to the character and appearance of the Conservation 
Area.  

11. The scale of the scheme destroys the setting of the many listed buildings in the 
centre of Wandsworth, both within and outside the site.    

12. The failure to provide a suitable bridge link across Armoury Way between the 
town centre and the riverside area.  

13. The loss of employment land on the Ram Brewery and Cockpen House, which 
is not adequately replaced by retail and office employment.  

14. The cumulative effect of these two schemes places unacceptable pressure on 
local transport and services.  
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However, I do not wish to duplicate comments already made on these issues but to 
add a few comments about one or two of them. Then I wish to continue on to my own 
objections. I will start with my comments on the Wandsworth Society’s objections. 
 
Much has been made of the massing and scale of the two towers, and I agree with 
nearly all the adverse comments. But I wish to add a comment of my own which has 
not I think been made. 
 
The height of the two tower blocks is indeed unacceptable. They will set a 
completely new precedent in South West London. Moreover, the current tall buildings 
in the area lie, with very few exceptions, very low in the Thames flood plain. Hence 
views from the Wimbledon and Putney Ridge, the Crystal Palace and Clapham 
Ridges are barely affected by them, with none of these towers protruding significantly 
above the ridge. On Wimbledon Common, Wandsworth and Clapham Commons one 
is hardly aware of the giant city immediately to the north.  
 
The proposed towers, however, will be so high that they will appear high, looming 
above the river escarpment that runs almost continuously in Wandsworth (the Wandle 
and Falcon Brook valleys being the only substantial break) and beyond, along the 
south bank some mile or so south of the Thames itself. Not even Canary Wharf has 
quite the same impact on the general townscape as it is placed in the much flatter and 
broader valley much further down stream. (See Wandsworth Council’s own 
Supplemental Planning Guidance on Important Local Views). 
 
This development will, therefore, have a much more than local effect with the city 
clearly observable from much further out to the south west than it is currently. The 
towers will have a metropolitan and not just a local impact. 
 
Secondly, a comment on the housing element. In the words of the Committee report 
on the application, “The child yield from this development is not anticipated to be 
particularly high, due in part to the type of accommodation proposed”. The application is 
indeed largely for one and two bedroom flats, essentially for young childless adults – 
the kind of property which is a glut on the market of this part of south London. It is 
designed for what demographers now call in a truly ghastly phrase the “Urban 
Intelligence”, that is young, affluent people usually free of dependants. The problem 
is that 11,000 such properties have been built in Wandsworth since 2001 
(Wandsworth Planning Department figures) and 10,000 more in the two decades 
before that. The market has over-reacted to a short-term demand. 
 
We are already seeing signs of this over-supply with many of the riverside 
developments vacant and with much of the along the riverside becoming a bit of a 
desert. 
 
The residential content of the scheme has indeed almost nothing to do with the current 
requirements of the Borough. But unfortunately if the housing was of the type that is 
much needed it would be of the wrong design. I was at one time Chairman of 
Wandsworth’s Housing Committee and I struggled then, as all have since, with the 
problem of using high-rise accommodation for socially rented housing, i.e. high flats 
for children. Nowhere in the UK have we been particularly successful in placing 
children in high rise blocks of flats but housing for families is what we need in the 
Borough.  
 



Ram Brewery Enquiry 3 of 6 Tony Belton 

The impact of this style of development on the Borough can be seen by the Council’s 
own projections for school populations in the planning areas, which include many of 
these developments. Essentially the Council is assuming that there will be no children 
in these developments requiring state education – there may be a few that will go to 
private sector schools but on the whole the expectation is that these areas will be 
child-free zones. Again, quoting the Committee’s own report, “Given the existing 
availability for primary and secondary schools, it is not anticipated that the proposal 
would have an adverse impact on existing schools. It is also not anticipated that the 
proposal would have an overwhelming adverse impact on the existing nursery facilities.” 
 
Next, I wish to raise objections relative to the road plans and the development of the 
town centre as a major town centre in a polycentric city. 
 
First the road plan. The opening statements made by the applicant and by the 
Council and the Mayor on 3 November made much of this “once-in-a-lifetime” 
opportunity to resolve the “problem” of Wandsworth’s one-way gyratory system. 
Indeed one of the advocates said it would be “criminal” to miss the opportunity to do 
just that. Indeed the case for the application hinged so materially on this “solution” to 
Wandsworth Town Centre’s problems, that he even made me wonder just how I could 
conceivably, and presumably criminally, have opposed the application both in the 
Committee and in Council. 
 
The simple reason, of course, for me not accepting that argument was that at no point 
during the consideration of the application was a viable road plan submitted to the 
Council or any of its committees. You will recall on 3 November that I had said that 
there were no plans submitted at the Committee and one of the learned gentlemen 
suggested that I should re-visit my agenda papers. Well I have and there was none. 
 
It is true that this enquiry has a map in front of it, but it is dated October, 2009, but 
there was no map and no substantiated plan at the relevant committee or Council 
meetings in 2008. But to be fair no-one claimed that there was such a plan why 
otherwise would one of the conditions of the planning approval be “subject to …..the 
applicant meeting the costs of preparation, and completion of a legal agreement ….to 
secure highway improvements including Wandsworth one way system.” 
 
At the time Committee and Council members were clearly led to believe and did 
believe that this meant a plan to get rid of the one-way gyratory system. This was, for 
the Committee members, a bold step: to agree a planning permission subject to this 
condition being achieved when the best traffic planners the Council, the Mayor and 
his predecessors for 40 years, back to the GLC, had failed was bold, or perhaps 
foolhardy to say the least. 
 
As it happens we now have a plan, but not one that was available to the Planning 
Applications Committee on the occasion of the decision. It would be perhaps unfair to 
suggest that the plan has been developed simply because of this enquiry and because 
of the necessity to make a convincing case for the application but it seems a 
remarkable coincidence that after many years of trying by TfL and/or its predecessor 
bodies that TfL should come up with a workable plan less than a month before this 
enquiry started. 
 
However, putting the amour propre of the Planning Applications Committee to one 
side if TfL have actually achieved this objective then we should all no doubt be 
delighted and start a discussion as to whether we feel that this particular application 
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is, therefore, of such benefit to the Wandsworth community that it should be accepted 
regardless of all the many faults associated with it. This is an arguable proposition, 
although it should be noted that the clear majority of known local opinion is still not 
convinced that the benefit is sufficient to over-ride the disadvantages. 
 
Unfortunately there is a fault with the basic proposition. The plan, as now currently 
conceived, is very similar in many respects to another TfL plan presented to both 
public and Council in 2006. That plan passed whatever tests of viability TfL used 
prior to publication. However, within months it was dropped. It failed lamentably to 
pass the test of public scrutiny and was demonstrated to be a non-starter. 
 
This enquiry has been told that this new, and similar, plan has been tested against a 
computer model and been shown to work. I wish I had been able to hear that 
evidence. However, there appear to me to be some major issues with the plan.  

1. The turn for South Circular clockwise-travelling vehicles from Wandsworth 
Common Northside on to Woodwell Street seems, to say the least, a 
challenging engineering prospect. There are no details as I understand them of 
the land-take that might be required on the current development site on the 
south-west side of Woodwell Street but it seems very likely that a land-take 
will be required. In any event the development potential of this particular site, 
currently being considered for a hotel development, would appear to be 
compromised. 

2. The merging of traffic of the South Circular, clockwise-travelling, with Trinity 
Road traffic heading north towards Wandsworth Bridge appears to be a 
challenging engineering task. I note that the plan shows two lanes merging 
into two lanes in Trinity Road. As a regular user of that slip road that looks 
ambitious. 

3. It is far from clear what the implications are for Old York Road. It is certainly 
possible that traffic coming north along Garratt Lane might chose to go right 
at Wandsworth High Street, left into Fairfield Street and then right into Old 
York Road. The implications on this very lightly trafficked road, at least by 
the standards of most in the plan, look very considerable. There have been no 
consultations on this aspect of the plan. 

4. The west flow of traffic north of Wandsworth Town Centre is planned, in this 
version, to be managed in a two-lane highway (with two lanes carrying east 
flowing traffic). The claim is apparently that there will be no traffic constraint 
built into this plan and yet what is now mainly four lanes for west flowing 
traffic and four lanes for east flowing traffic will manage in two in each 
direction. 

5. The east flow of traffic appears to be not much effected, with presumably the 
resulting tail-backs up West Hill continuing as now. 

Clearly if enough conflicts and crossings can be eliminated this might all be possible. 
But it is surely asking a great deal for the community to accept an unpopular 
development on the promise that a plan, which appeared on the table a month ago and 
has not been consulted upon, might work. 
 
It is even more demanding upon the community when one looks at Paper 09-758, the 
report on the Section 106 agreement, which went to Committee in September, 2009. 
This says that “TfL are looking to identify a highway/traffic scheme for the 
Wandsworth One-Way System, which looks to remove through traffic from 
Wandsworth High Street”. But this is the report of professionals, who have their own 
reputations to consider as well as the wishes of their political masters. So it continues 
saying “any scheme”, “it is considered likely that a scheme can (could?) be devised 
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which broadly meets the objectives” “an outline ….. scheme has not yet been 
finalised” “it is not clear at this stage that this sum would be adequate to finance all 
necessary land acquisitions and works for an optimum scheme”. 
 
In many years sitting on the Council, a very small “c” conservative, as in cautious, 
Council, I do not recall many committee reports so full of equivocations. This is 
hardly surprising as it goes on to say “In June 2009, TfL had reported that they had 
identified serious capacity problems with the scheme and despite a number of further 
redesigns were having difficulty in achieving a workable solution.” The problem was 
resolved when “TfL, which had been working with a signal-based traffic model called 
TRANSYT” changed “to an assignment based package called VISSIM”: so it seems 
that if a scheme doesn’t work using one computer model, the simplest solution is to 
change the model.  
 
Having read more Council papers than most, I recognise a defensive position when I 
see one. Again, this is not surprising as the report continues, “whilst this (renewed 
optimism based on the VISSIM package) is encouraging, it is appropriate to place a 
degree of caution on this more recent improved position as there is still some way to 
go to getting internal TfL agreement on this scheme”. It is notable that the report did 
not identify any land acquisitions until a scheme can be finalised. 
 
Furthermore Committee members were told “that it would be advantageous to have an 
outline highway scheme that can be presented at the Inquiry”; “that if a scheme costs 
a little over £38 million, it would surely be the case that TfL would find the additional 
sum”, but that “TfL are adamant that no funding will be identified by them”. It should 
be noted that this paper finished its progress through the Council on 21 October 2009, 
just eight working days before the beginning of this enquiry. 
 
At this point I was going to be a little ironic and suggest that this once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity seems slightly less golden and the decision to vote against approval just a 
tad less criminal, but instead I would suggest that the timing of the Enquiry has much 
to do with force feeding this road scheme through the Council. Therefore, any 
approval of this application would be premature until a full, proven and funded 
scheme fulfils the conditions as agreed by the Council. 
 
The next subject I wanted to address is the retail element of the application. The 
opening statement made much of Wandsworth’s place as one of the “major centres” 
in the polycentric global city of London. But analysis of the London Plan suggests 
another interpretation. 
 
The Plan details London’s Strategic Town Centre network, borough by borough. 
Eleven of the 33 Boroughs have two “major town centres”. Twenty-one have a single 
“major town centre” but Wandsworth has four, Battersea (or Clapham Junction, 
Putney, Tooting and Wandsworth). Why does Wandsworth have twice as many as any 
other London Borough? Is Wandsworth considered to be a Mecca of shopping? 
 
As I said at the beginning I was Planning Chairman when the five “equal but different 
town centres policy” was initiated. It has been maintained ever since and in many 
internal planning papers you will see mention of it. Indeed the Council’s own Unitary 
Development Plan, paragraph 215, says “It is not intended to promote any town centre 
to take on a leading role”.  
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The fifth town centre, as far as the Council is concerned, is Balham. I think it clear 
that in negotiation with the GLA planners none of the Wandsworth five complied 
with the GLA’s criteria for town centre status, which is 50,000 square metres of retail 
space. Indeed with Balham at a mere 17,000 square metres and the other four having 
between 33,000 and 38,000 square metres each, they were all a long way short. 
 
The Council clearly could not persuade the GLA/Mayor to include Balham in the list 
but refused to cherry pick between the other four, with the result that Wandsworth’s 
four “Major town centres” are a small “p” political compromise between the Mayor 
and Wandsworth. Accepting this application, however, would result in Wandsworth 
moving up to a point where it has about 48,000 square metres of retail space. But 
unlike most of London’s true major town centres it has neither the infrastructure nor 
the history to support such a status. What was a rather small, largely eighteenth 
century town centre has been bedevilled by a mis-guided grandiose 1960’s mega-
centre (then the Arndale Centre and now Southside), the crossroads between the 
South Circular and the Portsmouth Road and an accident of local government re-
organisation. One wonders just how many other major town centres has neither an 
over- or under-ground station. 
 
What is more, and which was not considered by the Committee or Council members, 
there is the issue of the impact on the Council’s “equal but different town centre 
policy”. The policy was, and is, based on a belief in sustainability. The purpose of the 
policy was to keep large town centre shopping available for all, pretty well regardless 
of access to motor transport, a town centre policy which was relevant to the walking 
customer and the bus passenger – not just the affluent and mobile. The Council 
actively evolved a policy, which avoided the major infrastructure developments 
associated with Kingston or Croydon. 
 
Approval of this application will have infrastructure implications that have not been 
truly considered. But, if the development is successful it will have unconsidered 
implications for the other town centres in the Borough and if it is not then, rather like 
Southside and many of the new developments on the river-front, it will have empty 
shop units. 
 
I have concentrated on four issues raised by the application, namely the height of the 
towers, the type of housing accommodation suggested, the viability of the road plan 
and the retail element of the plan. I have not even mentioned “affordable housing” as I 
know others will discuss that in detail; nor have I mentioned many other matters 
covered by others, but I can not resist one final comment. As a councillor living in 
Battersea and a regular attendee at many Council and Committee meetings I travel by 
public transport from Clapham Junction to Wandsworth at rush hour several times a 
week. I can say from considerable personal experience that if anyone says and 
believes that there is spare capacity on the public transport network between the two 
centres then they have never actually tried it. 
 
Tony Belton, 27 November  
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