
Southwark Planning Network Workshop Report April 2022

Proposals for Responsible Stewardship of Public Land

On 26 February 2022 26th, SPN held an online workshop focusing on the public land and how
communities and individuals can shape the way they are approached in Southwark. Public land, land
owned by local authorities on behalf of us all, represents an important resource with real potential to
help address the multiple crises that Londoners face, in particular the Climate Emergency and
Housing crisis. The workshop examined Southwark Council’s current land holdings and their plans for
the future. Our objectives were to promote debate and help formulate actions that we can use to
influence the local elections in May 2022.

1. It is important to steward land responsibly by considering its social value
● The Liverpool Land Commission is an inspiring example of what can be done to question

current approaches to ownership of public land.
● The financial value of land is currently prioritised over the social value of land. The social

value of land should be what drives decision making by Southwark Council on public land.

2. The Council needs to be accountable for their decisions on public land use and misuse
● There is too much pressure on local authorities to sell off land for short term gain. Moving

land away from Council ownership to community ownership could give it more protection.
● The Council should be working for the benefit of residents, not developers.
● While the council’s priority is to increase the number of housing, the majority of them are

too expensive. Although it is argued that this leads to the inflow of private funds into public
housing benefit, we believe that it is the private developers that are benefiting while
residents are facing an increase in unaffordable housing.

3. The decision making process needs to change for successful stewardship of land led by
community voice

● Councillors must pay more attention to the Council's Asset Management Review to mobilise
social and economic values of public land with and for communities. SPN recommends to the
Overview and Scrutiny Committee that they look into it.

● There is a need for change in the language that is used by the Council in communicating with
communities. Misleading language is being used in consultation processes, disabling
meaningful participation and neglecting the rights of local residents to have a say in planning
decisions.

● The system should integrate democratic procedures (e.g. referendum) before the council
takes action on public land (such as disposal of public land).

4. Communities require capacity building and resourcing to take action in public land
stewardship

● A citizen’s assembly could ensure community engagement and participation in the decisions
made around public land in the borough. This could be supported by experts who provide
specialist advice.

● The negotiation process between developers and the local authority needs to be clarified
and made transparent. How communities can be involved in this process needs
consideration.

● Information around the ownership of land and the boundaries of land need to be made
transparent and accessible for communities.
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Briefing paper: Southwark Planning Network’s Public Land in Southwark workshop February 2022

“Practising responsible stewardship means moving beyond short-term financial profits associated
with land, not to abuse land, but to treat it with respect whether it is in public or private ownership.”

Introduction to public land

The workshop started with a presentation on public land in London, to outline the broad context
which Southwark is a part of. This section of the workshop* was informed by a chapter on Land
Policy featured in the Community-led Plan for London published by Just Space.

*This section of the workshop took the form of a talk given by Michael Edwards.

➔ Key points raised

The GLA has an interactive map that shows the public land owned by Local Authorities in London and
its spatial boundaries: https://apps.london.gov.uk/public-land/
You can use the filtering function to focus on different land uses (e.g. open spaces, residential) .

London needs a system which…
● Extends the public / collective ownership of land
● Taxes that capture income and wealth from land fairly
● Develops participatory budgets
● Diverts investment to productive uses
● Redistributes between regions, boroughs, wards

Michael’s presentation slides can be found HERE

Resourcing communities

The workshop raised useful terms for discussing issues around land, detailed information of
Southwark’s land holdings, and case studies of community engagement with public land in and out of
London. The following section displays excerpts from three documents** presented at the workshop:
(1) Glossary of terms (2) Southwark’s public land (3) case studies.

**These documents were prepared by student volunteers from the Development Planning Unit.

➔ 1. Glossary of terms

● Land Stewardship:
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Introduces an ethical dimension to land ownership and can include environmental, social or
health-related considerations. It implies that together we can all act as stewards or caretakers of
land, so it can sustain us both now and in the future.

● Responsible Stewardship:
Practising responsible stewardship means moving beyond short-term financial profits associated with
land, not to abuse land, but to treat it with respect whether it is in public or private ownership.

● “The Commons”:
This sees land as a common inheritance, a gift of nature that belongs to us all.  Land is held in
common and managed for collective benefit.

● Social Value of Land:
This can include multiple different factors: environmental quality, cultural value, spaces that express
diversity, etc. The social value of land can also include its economic value in relation to how the land
contributes financially (directly or indirectly) to the benefit of the community involved.

The full glossary of terms can be found HERE
(Email us at southwarkplanningnetwork@gmail.com if you are reading this in physical form)

➔ 2. Southwark’s public land

Land Ownership & Value:

The Council owns 35.8% of the 28.83 km2 freehold land within its boundaries, and a further 1.6%
leasehold; bringing the total to 11.16 km2, or 37.4%. As at 31st December 2019 the value of these
property assets was approximately £5.4 billion.
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The full document on Southwark’s public land can be found HERE
(Email us at southwarkplanningnetwork@gmail.com if you are reading this in physical form)

➔ 3. Case studies

Case 1: Community-led ownership and management models in London

In London, a number of community-led models for the ownership and management of land already
exist. These models offer communities alternatives ways to participate and have a stake in pre-or
post-demolition and redevelopment projects. Examples include: Brixton Green; Rural-Urban
Synthesis Society (RUSS); Save Latin Village and Wards Corner; West Green Road/Seven Sister
Development Trust.

Case 2: Brussels Citizens Assembly, Belgium

The Brussels Citizens Assembly Model was formed to deliberate on subjects such as the
environment, spatial planning, housing, energy and employment. The agenda is set by the Assembly
through which the main concerns of the communities can be deliberated. The Assembly randomly
selects 80-90 members on short term cycles, and the deliberation is supported by experts in the
early stages. Deliberations conclude with recommendations that are put forward for consideration.

Case 3. Liverpool Land Commission, Liverpool City Region

Established in 2020 by the Liverpool City Region’s (LCR) first metro mayor, Steve Rotheram, the
Liverpool Land Commission joins together a range of actors, including activists involved in community
land trusts and social enterprise incubation. The Land Commission was granted the ability to survey
the City Region’s public land holdings and it made 12 key recommendations, including:

● To develop a “New Commons”, which would be a publicly supported entity that brings
together agents from the public sector and community organisations, to support and
empower socially valuable projects and proposals, especially those undertaken by
communities themselves (recommendation 5)

● To develop a framework for the responsible stewardship of land, to be enforced on all actors,
including the private and public sectors (recommendation 7)

The full document on the case studies can be found HERE
(Email us at southwarkplanningnetwork@gmail.com if you are reading this in physical form)

Questions raised in discussions among community members

● How do we ensure that councils are working with and for communities, not developers?
● Could we exercise a legal right to access spaces of nature currently bounded off?
● How much land does Southwark own compared to other boroughs?
● What exactly are the surplus properties listed in the Southwark’s asset base composition?
● What real intentions does Southwark council have of realising that value and what might

they do with the money that they raise?

The full meeting minutes can be found HERE
(Email us at southwarkplanningnetwork@gmail.com if you are reading this in physical form)
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This workshop was also a follow-up to our successful workshop in collaboration with the
Development Planning Unit (DPU) at University College London on the Use and Misuse of Public Land
in Southwark. These workshops were hosted at an opportune moment with the May 2022 local
elections looming and the formal adoption of the New Southwark Plan, the document that will shape
how the Borough is developed for years to come.
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