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Will Powell, Investment Director at Downing – host
Aaron Zimmerman, Director at Centro Planning Consultancy - guest 
00:00:12
You're listening to Funding Foundations, your podcast for all things property. I'm your host, Will Powell, here in the Downing offices and in this series, we'll discuss market moves, sector challenges and more with special guests every episode. Today we're joined by Aaron Zimmerman, Director at Centro Planning Consultancy. Aaron, welcome. Will, it’s good to be here.
00:00:30
Thank you. Aaron, look, let’s start. Perhaps you could just tell us a little bit about yourself, about Centro, and what you’re involved in. 
00:00:37
Sure. Well, as you said, I'm a Director at Centro Planning Consultancy. We are a relatively small practice based in Clerkenwell, here in central London. So just up the road. The two words that I hate to use, but probably a really easy way to describe us, are forensic and boutique. And neither of those actually conjures up much of a planning consultancy image, but it encapsulates sort of the quality over quantity of the work that we do as an SME. In terms of projects - again, we think the planning is applicable. It could be a hospital; it could be a sports facility. But we do a lot of work in the West End, a lot of hotel work, a lot of mixed use residential when the market supports it. So not so much in London at the moment. We also do sports facilities. So, we did Crystal Palace Football Clubs Academy in Beckenham, in Burnley. And really everything in between.
00:01:26
Okay. Well, no thank you. I mean, it's interesting to hear from this perspective of the market, as we discussed just before we got going. We've had opinions from the developer side. We've had opinions from the architects point of view and some other elements of the design team. And now really, I think, well, I'm sure our listeners will be keen to hear about is probably one of the biggest pinch points in the market, which is planning - the system that underpins it. And, you know, the pros and cons and obvious challenges within that sector. So, kind of segueing into that. I hate to overuse the word crisis, but the UK always seems to be in a sort of well-publicised housing crisis of some description. And I think, dealing in the southeast London and national housing and development landscape, planning seems to be the hot topic on everyone's minds. I think from your perspective, where do you see the main challenges in the system as it stands right now? And also, where do you see it improving? I don't want it to be a, you know, a totally negative viewpoint.
00:02:31
Yeah, well, I mean, gosh, you said the word opinions before. I've got opinions – a couple of those. In terms of improving, I can start with that. I think that the new NPPF draft that is under consultation and is due to be adopted later this year, hopefully more or less as written. There are a couple things that I think are worth tidying up, but the really interesting sort of shifts there are a switch to a presumption in favour of development in a tilted balance, and it’s not just the general presumption that was already there, but a presumption in favour of sustainable development on brownfield land in existing settlements for housing. And so, this is the government saying, let's stop screwing around quite so much, right? Let's stop worrying about being so perfect that we're being the enemy of the good.
Related to that is the presumption in favour of housing development near some train stations. And my personal favourite is that they said, look, if it's in building regs or some other regulatory regime, drop it. Presume that those regulatory regimes are functioning correctly. Just drop it. And I think that that's really good, because what we hear from a lot of small and medium sized developers and large developers, but they don't mind as much because it doesn't affect the bottom line as much. You get a lot of repetitive and redundant reports and assessments that are either duplicative to building regs or, you know, even in the worst-case scenarios, don't even have sort of an actionable contribution to the decision making. So, I see that as instead of just guidance or sort of instruction about how to place weight on this or that, a really positive step to say, you know what? This is not planning. So really looking forward to that.
00:04:22
Interesting. And in terms of the most recent change of government, Labour obviously came in with some pretty bold ambitions as it relates to housing. And, you know, to give them some credit where it's due. I mean, I know they're taking a lot of wrap at the moment, but the housing does seem to have been a focal point of the sort of political campaign and, you know, whether they're succeeding or not, I think is subjective, but they do seem to be giving it a go.
Through that NPPF that you mentioned, the sort of major reforms there is obviously what you described in terms of the various regulatory points, but also the introduction of the grey belt. And I'm just curious to understand, in terms of what you're seeing on the ground, how the grey belt has opened opportunities for people, confused opportunities people. What's the sort of read at the front end?
00:05:11
Well, the most important thing I think to mention is that we have to remember that the NPPF is this incremental and accretive document. If we look at the NPPF in the way that it was first introduced and then has been revised since then, I see it as an attempt at a bit of a course correction or a clarification on what is otherwise this plan led discretionary system. So central government was saying, yes, our guidance is too verbose. I guess on the podcast that I do for Centro I called it the prolixity of national guidance. But, you know, it's just maybe too wordy, right? But in terms of its sort of intended effects, it's trying to put some clarification and guardrails on a system that is extremely discretionary.
And you have the plan, you know, the development plan itself. But even that is a document where the policies often allow the decision maker a great deal of discretion. So, with grey belt specifically. I don't know if this was actually the minister's intent, but the way that we've been reading it in the way that we've been seeing decision after decision come through. I will say also that the appeal or at the call-in levels is that it's an incredibly powerful tool for unlocking development in sustainable locations in the Green Belt.
00:06:47
Interesting. No. Thank you. And I mean, just zooming out a little bit, I think, you know, planning is - it's strange in the sense that it follows a set of rules, but yet it is so fundamentally political at both a local and a national level. Should planning policy be political? You know, people say things like education, healthcare, for example, as it relates to other, you know, key cornerstones of government should be apolitical.
The education of the children in the country should not be changing depending on whether Labour or Conservative or whoever are in power. It should be a consistent theme. Does that apply to planning? Because I think as we see it and as our clients and developers and consultants across the industry see it, one local authority to the next can have a wildly different interpretation of their rule book, for want of a better phrase, and sometimes for one reason or another under resourcing or you know, sort of local opinion polls or whatever, you can get two different decisions on what is still fundamentally the same form of development, you know. Do you think actually the system needs some of that politicisation removed from it for it to become more efficient?
00:08:06
That’s a really good question. Because politicisation is, in one person's perspective, just governance, right? And I think it is good that, you know, the Conservative government, before our current government under Secretary Gove for housing, communities and local government did try to fix what wasn't working. And Labour is doing that in a new government, but in a different way. So, I do think it should be apolitical in a sense. 
I don't mind that it's a headline issue at the moment, because there are a lot of things that need to be reformed about planning, because fundamentally it's not delivering for the needs of the society. In terms of political, maybe with, I don't know if this is the capital p or lowercase p in contrast to what the secretary is doing, but it is also ultimately a technocratic exercise.
It's an exercise of professionals. And so, there is maybe some tension there between planning as a technocratic act, right, or a professional act and planning as it necessarily needs to exist in the democratic structure. Right? So, you know, the politicisation happens at that secretary level, but it also happens at the planning committee level. And there's a lot of tension and a lot of sort of wrangling in the Planning and Infrastructure Act, for example, with a national scheme of delegation. Where they're trying to adjust where that line is and where public input is best suited and going to be most legitimate in the planning process. 
That’s a detailed answer. It's interesting to hear. I mean, I think, you know, it is such a complex industry, and I think to have someone that's, you know, sort of truly at the sharp end of dealing with it is insightful. I mean, from the perspective of how planning policy and, you know, governmental and local governmental policy is actually implemented on the ground.
One of the key challenges that developers are coming up against, and you touched on earlier, especially as it relates to London, is viability. In terms of our work, you know, much of the development that we fund is residential led of some description, you know, living sector type assets. Viability in London is probably at its most acute as it's ever been.
00:10:40
You know, there's lots of press that's gathering some traction at the moment around some pressures on Sadiq Khan to solve this. Where do viability assessments, as they relate to development, become a barrier to good and where are they used in the wrong way in your experience?
Yeah. I mean, it's a great question because it's sort of the question of our age. Right? Especially with regard to housing delivery and when I say planning isn't delivering the needs of the society. The two main ways that it probably isn't rising to its own task at the moment are national infrastructure. But let's set that aside, because that's really, sort of a different question. And housing. And viability in London, I think has just been abysmally challenging for developers. And it's frustrating, of course, to officers then when you go in with a viability assessment that says - this can only support maybe a small cash in lieu payment, right? Or it can support X units. But we know in our piece never going to be interested in that number of units for this size and type of development.
Yeah. So I think it's being used well, right, in the sense that it's absolutely necessary. And I heard somebody at a university lecture say, that like a kind of an evening talk, and they were saying that development is the only industry where profit is guaranteed. And that's very obviously not true. Right? We see a massive decline in SME developers. We see the sort of PLC legacy landowners slowing down and amending their master plan developments. I would counter that by suggesting that development is the only, especially for residential, is the only industry where profit is necessarily capped. Unless you can provide the policy target for affordable housing on each site. And when that can't happen, then the developer profit is capped at, say, somewhere between 16 to 20%.
Yeah. And when that happens as well, it's important to remember that that is an exercise on paper, not what the actual developers’ profits are going to be because that is also taking into account the risks inherent in the industry that their lenders are going to need to feel comfortable. Yeah. So, in the sense that it's a necessary, important thing and it's going to be really difficult to find a major residential application in London at the moment that isn't viability tested.
00:13:23
Where is it going poorly? I would say within the culture of planning, because officers are frustrated and members are frustrated because they think, why can't you just do it? Why can't you just do 50% affordable housing on this site or that's what our local plan says. But fine, we recognise you could do fast track 35 and when viability assessments are coming back with ten, 15, five, 0% affordable housing. You just end up with a lot of toxicity, unfortunately, in the culture of it.
Yeah. And it creates conflict and it creates, yeah, friction. And I think really the under arching theme to that is, is that there is this, in my opinion anyway, there's a misunderstanding from the public sector governmental side that's putting these policies in place that the private sector that's going to be delivering under this set of rules are ultimately driven by a commercial outcome; profit, capital appreciation. You know, no one in their right mind is going to set diggers running on a scheme, as you know, 350 flats unless there's something in it for them. Why would they? They're carrying an awful lot of risk. They're carrying an awful lot of work. There's a hell of a lot that goes into these things before they've even got out the ground.
So there has to be some commercial incentive. Now, what I have always felt that the public narrative throws unfairly on the development industry is that developers, whether at the SME end or at the PLC end are, you know, in some ways profiteering sort of cowboys that can just throw up anything and make a huge buck and sail off into the sunset.
I mean, it couldn't be further from the truth in the current market. You know, anyone again, at the SME end or at the larger end that is bringing forward viable, well structured, well-built schemes and selling them at roughly the prices they'd hope to has worked, A - very hard to do that, and B - is deserving of that because they've achieved a successful business plan. They've delivered housing for the local community, and of course they deserve some reward for that. That's a fair, commercial system. But what the public sector that then feeds into those rules seem to be sort of dislocated from is that these schemes don't get going unless there is financial incentive. 
And you know, how does any developer fund a scheme? Well, often it is with a combination of debts from someone like us or some of our competitors, and equity and/or some other third-party funding. All of those respective funders, including the clients’ own money, have got to be comfortable that there is enough in it to make this worth our time. And especially when you look into the larger schemes out there in London and beyond, you know, these could be three, four, five or six year projects that, yes, there might be, you know, development management fees or whatever across the life of it, but the profit is tied up until the very last moment and the very last units sell. 
So, I think I’ve sort of gone on a bit of a ramble there, but I think it's an important point and one which the public sector really need to get their head round is that these things don't get started without money and they don't get finished without money. And you know, you can set the best will in the world of political guidelines and wants and needs. But if that doesn't match up to the commercials, you'll never achieve it. And I think that, you know, in most recent times has translated into almost a dead stop on development in London for residential, which you mentioned.
00:17:11
I completely agree. And I would say sort of two things to the strawman argument I'm going to build in the public sector that we hear as planning agents. The one is, well, you know, this is fish in a barrel. This is so much money. Why are you being too precious about this profit margin? What if you go down to 10% or 5%? 5% of the GDP is still a lot of money.
But the counterpoint to that is that it's not going to be the developer being able to make that decision. Right. It's their financing. It's their access to capital that is going to make that really difficult. Yeah. Unless you as a developer, just have all of that cash on hand for yourself, right, to start. 
The other thing that we hear is that this should just be the cost of doing business and planning, right? Or in development. Well, you know, you should just kind of deal with a lower profit margin, because this is the right thing to do. And I think nobody on Earth would say anything other than building more homes and building more affordable homes is the right thing to do. That’s absolutely true.
But the challenge comes from the fact that, you know, the public sector, maybe at the office or the counsellor level is sort of saying, well, why can't you just be an altruist? Why can't you just take on all of that risk for a marginal profit? And what they're actually asking is, why can't you act like a government?
Why can't you act like a state? Right? If only there were an institution that could take on marginal profits and absorb shock risks. Oh, there is, right? It's the government. But for the past 40, 45 years or so, the role of public finance in development, especially for affordable housing, which is an obligation of the state to provide, has been, whittled away. And if the cross-subsidy model could be reimagined in a way that everybody was chipping into the development to get what each of those actors wants to get out of the development, it would be a very different landscape.
00:19:36
Yeah, I know. I think it's very relevant and you know that piece around affordable housing is, you know, you're absolutely right. You know no one in their right mind would argue that affordable housing and private housing is not necessary for the market. We still have this huge, you know, supply-demand imbalance.
And, you know, fundamentally, housing in a lot of parts of the UK has become very acute in terms of pricing, that it is causing sort of systemic issues across, you know, people getting into that housing ladder, etc. But on the affordable piece, I mean, I'm curious to just explore that a little bit further because, you know, I speak to a lot of, you know, an eclectic mix and background of developers building everything from a handful of houses or flats right up to, you know, a few hundred.
And I think that their bugbear would be, well, look, we're happy to, oblige, you know, the rules that we're required to oblige. But we also don't feel responsible or should be responsible for solving the country's national housing crisis as it relates to affordable. And, you know, if you look at the sort of crib sheet of taxes or punitive charges that developers are subject to now to bring forward even the most straightforward schemes.
This applies to two houses, as it does to 400 houses. You know, you've got BNG requirements, you've got CIL, you've got section 106. You might have a provision for affordable on site. You may not, you know, when you actually tot this all up, it probably is one of the most heavily taxed industries in the UK right now. And yet still people are rolling their sleeves up trying to get it done and hopefully turning a profit at the back end.
Do you think as a fundamental reform, affordable housing needs to come back to a governmental responsibility rather than a private sector responsibility to perhaps free up some of the challenges that we've been discussing?
00:21:43
Yeah. There's just no question in my mind. And we see the government taking sort of small steps towards this. Right? With the emergency relief package. You know, they've lowered the percentage of affordable housing required. And also, if you meet that, then you can get grant funding. You know, grant funding is something where they could in my personal view, just try harder to actually properly fund.
Which wouldn't require a new overhaul of the system. It wouldn't require moving to this or another approach. It would just be a return to when grant funding was available. And that's a really big thing. The sort of related point to that I'm hearing is actually kind of my opportunity to answer the second part of the first question, what is like, you know, what are these sorts of structural challenges? And I think planning has become everybody's opportunity to trumpet that individual's number one issue.
BNG is a great example, secure by design and that police getting involved is another example. But you can go through and whatever sort of number one issue somebody has from a social equity or a social perspective is put on planning shoulders to bear, and that bleeds through into how the public understands planning.
So when we do a public consultation, some people will come in and say, well, you know, I think it's too tall. Okay, fine. Whatever. Yeah. Agree to disagree. Maybe. But a lot of people are coming in and saying our streets aren’t clean. My GP waiting time is way too long. You know, I can't get an appointment by the time - until I've either recovered or much worse off which then puts burdens on A&E. 
People are saying my home is mouldy. All of these different sorts of thing. I don't feel safe. Right? Our schools are too crowded. And planning and development are already trying to manage land use. And the arrangement of those uses. That's fundamentally what planning is, sure, but it's become a vehicle where a specific industry is expected to take on the role of the state in providing schools and providing GP surgeries.
Yeah. So when we have consultations and they say, well, why aren't you providing a GP surgery? You know, first of all, let's go through that list of expenses and taxes and expectations that are already piled on. So that's 1 to 6, owners and just sometimes, quite pointless reporting requirements, all of these things. Yeah. Where is the state in not just affordable housing, but providing GP surgeries, providing dentists, providing schools.
So, it's cross subsidizing a lot.
Yeah. Too much I think. And it is creaking and I think, as it relates to the living sector, we'll move on in a moment. But you know, we've seen this big surge in alternative asset classes in the last few years, you know, built to rent, co-living. Touching on it with our last guest. Quite a lot of student accommodation has been a, you know, a big focal point across the country in the last decade. Do these sectors, in your view, face different planning challenges to those of traditional residential and, you know, is the system equipped to handle these new asset classes?
00:25:30
For the most part, it's able to handle those and digest them. There are different sort of personalities and different authorities when it comes to things like co-living. You know, Wandsworth, for example, just doesn't really like to entertain the idea. I think before the 2021 London plan, there was also a policy deficit on a lot of these concepts, particularly around build-to-rent and co-living.
That's starting to shift. But there are still preferences, which I do understand within the local authorities saying, well, no, we want conventional housing. Build-to-rent is an interesting one because it's only the cross-subsidy model for affordable housing that complicates it differently than conventional build-to-sell. Because, you know, if you've got a minor development or if you've got, say, a smaller major development, there's no on site affordable. There's nothing in planning that would obligate that developer to sell the units anyway. They could effectively just build to rent it.
Where that falls short is with the cross-subsidy, where an RP is going to want a separate core, separate, you know, serviceable sort of contractual obligation. And that creates the poor door, it creates the second lift lobby, it creates the second stair core. And so, build to rent was brought on as a separate policy, specifically because of this challenge in figuring out how to still deliver affordable housing in a single core building or in a single entrance building without an RP, because they won't be interested in sharing the lifts in the corridors as much.
And it's an interesting policy because it's trying to make do with what's available to policymakers in that context. But it kind of touches on another point about affordable housing provision. You know, why isn't this pepper potted? Why is there a poor door air quotes. Right. Why? You know, do build costs skyrocket? Why are you segregating that block from the other block?
And I think often the frustration of that is borne on the developer or on planning and in reality it's the RP's being maybe a bit picky.
00:27:53
Sure. It's interesting. I mean, all of this is symptomatic of the viability challenges and the, you know, political, local governmental challenges that we've already discussed. And I think, the market, the private sector companies and businesses at the end of this are having to be more and more entrepreneurial in terms of how they approach schemes.
And, you know, is something like co-living the answer to the UK housing crisis? Well, that's a separate debate. But you know, it is utterly symptomatic of traditional housing not working in the way that it should do on a commercial spreadsheet. You know, and I think that's where, again, this dislocation between the private and the public sector on these matters is still falling short, is that we wouldn't be talking about co-living in Wandsworth if traditional resi in Wandsworth worked, and the commercial of it was still viable for people to bring new housing forward.
So yeah, an interesting point. I mean, just sort of following on from that, there's been a growing trend. We see it a lot in schemes that we fund towards retrofit and adaptive sort of re-use of and repurposing of existing buildings, both commercial, you know, frthe same strategies on that. From a planning perspective, you know, do retrofit schemes create more complexity for you or less? And I guess how is sort of LPA and local governmental appetite for those types of development?
00:29:23
Well, I mean, it's a really hot issue at the moment. And, the Oxford Street M&S case that was called in by the secretary at the time, was sort of used as this pin up example of how important it is. That is a bit fraught as a single case study. But in terms of general sustainability, you know, of course, that's a good thing. And an important thing with the climate crisis continuing and worsening. 
There are some really great examples of it being done beautifully. So, a building that comes to mind is by Whitechapel High Street, just by Aldgate East Station, where it's got this beautiful kind of existing frame. The existing frame was fine, right, but kind of concrete quasi-industrial thing. And then they've added a second cube above it with this kind of terrace around the gap. And it just - it looks really great. So, there's no shortage of appetite, I think, in the market for considering that, and it is an important thing to consider for development teams to sort of pause and have that moment of reflection and say, do we need to excavate a basement? Is that really necessary for the site?
Yeah.
Where it falls short though is where it is prioritised over the optimisation of the site in general. And, it's worth mentioning as well that it's a really well-intentioned policy, but it's something that the market already factors in, in a way. You know, I think that there are many more changes of use applications going around than for demolition and redevelopment applications.
Because it's just it's not only better for the environment, but it's just better economic sense to find a viable use for an existing building, if you can. So, there's a self-filter in a way that I think isn't properly recognised in policy. And – I had another point on this…which was prioritisation. Right. So, if retrofit first becomes a day one in principle litmus test on whether demolition is going to be acceptable.
Yeah.
It becomes really difficult to square with what planning and development are also expected to deliver for the society. So, if you've got, say, you know, an inner London borough, and there is no greenfield developable lands, left, right? Anything that's open is protected and that's fine. If you can't knock down a three-storey building to build a six-storey building because of the embodied carbon of that existing building, in a way it's sort of a tacit admission that housing delivery is less of a priority.
And I think that's really problematic.
00:32:28
Yeah. It has self-filtered itself, hasn't it? Because, you know, from a developer's perspective as well. There's arguably a little less risk in taking on something that's already built, structurally sound, has already got the frame in place. You can, you know, tweak and tinker and improve and reform what's already there without taking on that risk in the ground. That is often one of the sort of key pinch points.
Sort of staying on topic, but just I guess a slight deviation. I mean, we hear a recurring frustration from private developers that under resourcing across local planning authorities is one of the key frustrations that they face. And I think actually, you know, as with anything in life, transparent communication, whether it be good or bad news, is better than opaque current communication. Again, whether it's good or bad, because I think the frustration is, look, we're carrying cost, we're carrying risk. We're trying to bring something forward that you benefit from as well as us, engage with us, you know, get give us some, give us some lines of communication. And obviously with where the market's moved to over the last ten, twenty years, you know, obviously some are great, some are performing, some are not so great.
But you know, authorities are under a huge amount of pressure. I do sympathise with them. I think they're probably under-resourced, overworked and trying to run on, you know, fine budget. So, you know that should be clear. But they don't have the capacity, it seems from a, you know, outside looking in, to deal with the volume, even at a sort of median level that they should be processing and I just wonder presumably that in your opinion, that's a fair criticism of local government rather than an unfair one. And, and I guess how do you advise your clients? You know, I'm not asking you to sort of go into granular detail on individual jurisdictions, but how do you advise your clients when they're looking at schemes as to, you know, what might be their experience in one area versus another?
00:34:29
It's a really good question and something that sits really at the coalface of our day-to-day work. You know, there's the planning assessments and the technical details and the documentation and creating a planning record, all of that stuff. But a large part of our time, unfortunately, is spent trying to coax engagement out of local authority departments.
And I think, you know, the way you said it, I would completely agree. I have all the sympathy in the world for these officers who are not only expected to be philosophers about 40 different considerations, but also have, you know, poor sods like me chasing them all the time.
Yeah, sure.
And at the same time, you know, we're not chasing because we want to clog their inboxes. We're chasing because we also sit between two different, you know, actors in the process. And we have a duty to our clients to put that polite pressure on and maintain that polite pressure. 
So, no one's really happy with the status quo I would say. I think that I think departments should be much better funded. I know the government came out with some additional funding, maybe about a year ago, and it equated to, I think, slightly less than one new planner per local authority - I think it was something like 300 case offices or something, wasn't it? Across the country or something in that region, which, you know, sounds okay as a number.  But when you distribute that across the country, as you say, it's one per authority or maybe less. 
So, when an officer has maybe 40 or 50 live applications going the sort of strangely, one of the best ways we can add value is to just get as much human to human, genuine conversation and communication going. And the best way we can do that is by not being jerks. Right? And then also by being persistent.
And when we do have those moments where we can get them on the phone, make sure that they understand that we're here to help problem solve. And it's not us versus them. It's - be a planner with us. How do we get to a solution here? All right. We know what this policy says. We've read it too. But like, what then might be a way to address this maybe technical issue on paper because what we're proposing is going to be -
00:37:04
Sure, sure, thanks Aaron. That's really interesting. And just sort of. Final question before we move into the sort of, rounding off. The magic wand question, you know, if you could change one thing, I guess, across the UK planning system in light and with consideration to everything that we've discussed. Policy, culture, resourcing, process, whatever it might be, what would it be, in your opinion and why?
You know, it's a really good question. And I've thought about this because I've posed the question to other people as well. And I want to couch my answer in the fact that I know that planning in the UK is going to continue to be a creative process. It's going to continue to evolve. One NPPF iteration at a time. It's going to continue to evolve with these, you know, the planning and infrastructure act, levelling up the regeneration act. There are changes to the margin but not necessarily changes to the core.
Yeah.
I think the one thing that I would really love to see, would be a refocusing on the planning system as an outcome driven exercise. I think it's a little bit too process orientated at the moment. Right? Well, I mentioned those kind of unnecessary reports. So, for example, it's like, well, you know, it's up to the applicant to demonstrate to us that this is okay. It's like, yeah, but a bit of common sense also tells you don't need to do an air equality assessment.
Sure.
And process ends up trumping outcome in terms of prioritisation. 
It's really a good point. Yeah. It's interesting. I mean, I think the final thing I'll say on it is just, it feels somewhat and listening to everything that you've said today, it feels somewhat, almost as if we are creaking under the burden of excessive legislature of many, many years of tweaks, reform and accretive development when actually sometimes, you look at other economies in the sort of global sphere and optically, I'm sure people have, you know, varying opinions on the ground. But optically, it looks as if other economies can get things done faster than we can. And, you know, we're meant to be a G7 economy. We're meant to be, you know, this this sort of great nation of forward thinkers, which I think we still are, but the process and the legislation that's been sort of burdened on the industry puts it at a sluggish pace,
00:39:47
And just to round off and maybe have a bit of a, a short-lived tradition of just a few quickfire questions. So, I'll dive straight in. The property market trend that you're watching most closely right now?
I would say co-living because I'm curious where the demand for that unit, that typology really exists. And I think it's a relatively thin sort of part of the housing demand pie. That, you know, it's an expensive product for the amount of space, but it's also going to work well for people who either, you know, can't find folks that they live well with or just don't want to live with in a house share. But it's also expensive enough that it's going to be a relatively quick steppingstone to then being able to afford a conventional home.
So, it definitely does have a place in the market. And we've seen that over and over and over again through the eastern fringe. 
Yeah.
How much of that is heading toward a ceiling? I'd be curious to find out.
Yeah. I think we will find out either way soon. 
Yeah, I don't disagree. And actually our last guest Charles, when, you know, had a similar answer. The one myth about the development industry, you'd love to put a pin in?
00:41:00
We touched on it before, but it's that us versus them kind of thing where the developer is seen as infinitely resourced, able to wait forever for planning decision, you know, able to sit with a vacant site for two years and financially support that. And that robber baron caricature of them where they're gaming a system so they don't need to do good things. I think that it would be really unusual to find a developer who doesn't want to do good things in the market.
And so, you know, trying to move away from punishing a private business for acting like a private business, whilst also bearing in mind that they are doing good in the nature of their work. They're bringing that building back into active use. They're finding a more sustainable purpose for a previously developed site. They’re providing homes. And when the robber-baron kind of lens is applied, then it's still - well, what have you done for us lately? And it's like, well, you know, when we have a shortage of homes, of visitor accommodation and social rented units, all of these different things, that adversarial posture, I think is just really, really unhelpful.
00:42:35
So, it's a great point. And finally, the one project you've been involved in in your time at Centro you're most proud of and why?
Can I cheat and give two answers?
Sure. Go ahead.
So one is a 30 story, a part-hotel in Poplar. So just north of Canary Wharf. Really interesting from a planning perspective, but also really interesting in the way that it had sort of legacy land issues and sits within a master planned area for the Millennium Gardens Robin Hood estate region, called Blackwall Reach now. And that was an interesting one because it was a part-hotel and then when visitor accommodation crashed, we went and we got a separate permission for a residential scheme. And then now that the market is back, it's back to a part-hotel.
So, lots of design iteration and lots of discussion about things that are tangential to planning but kind of fall toward it. Right? With the council's own development ambitions. And to be fair, Tower Hamlets Council has a really well-resourced and thoughtful department, and they want to see things get done.
The other, example was a set of digital screens coming to Piccadilly Circus, which we won. I think we discussed this. Yeah.
Really interesting in its merits because it was all about heritage, heritage impact and how the client could offset these sort of harms to the character and appearance to the area with public benefits.
But also it was sort of the challenge of heritage considerations in a nutshell because, it forced these questions about the existing character in appearance. Piccadilly Circus, you know, is it the grand place? Is it a series of stately buildings of a civic scale? Is it a bustling commercial beehive of activity? And it's kind of both. So, just procedurally really interesting.
And, when the appeal was allowed, in planning terms, I think if you were to ask the authority, sorry, Westminster or if you were to ask, landstack, who is involved as a neighbouring screen owner. I think they'd agree that in heritage planning terms, it was a bit of a coup d'etat. So really proud of that.
Kudos on that. Yeah. Aaron, thank you. Indeed, that's been a fascinating window into the world of planning and the forces shaping UK development right now. We hope you found it as valuable as we have. See next time. Thank you.
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