
 

 

 

Kensal Canalside 

Response to Draft Allocation Policy 

 

Introduction 

 

1.1 This note has been produced by The Townscape Consultancy in response to the Royal Borough of 

Kensington and Chelsea’s (RBKC) draft revised Site Allocation policy for Kensal Canalside 

Opportunity Area (KCOA), Site Allocation SA1. The draft policy, published as part of the Draft New 

Local Plan Review in October 2022, establishes a maximum threshold and height strategy for the 

opportunity area, and has been largely informed by an evidence base report, Opportunity Area 

Heights Analysis (OAHA) report, produced by Urb`an Initiatives Studio in February 2022. This note 

aims to provide additional technical commentary in regard to the established maximum 

recommended heights for the area.  

 

1.2 Kensal Canalside is identified as an Opportunity Area under Policy SD1 of the London Plan. It has 

been allocated to deliver a minimum of 3,500 homes and is RBKC’s largest site for the delivery of 

homes. The Opportunity Area is located south of the Grand Union Canal and Kensal Green 

Cemetery, in the northern area of the borough. It consists of the former Kensal Gasworks north of 

the railway line and the North Pole railway depot to the south. Part of the northern site is currently 

occupied by a Sainsbury’s supermarket and petrol station.  

 

 

Background 

 

1.3 Kensal Canalside is one of 48 Opportunity Areas identified within the London Plan, 2021, and the 

largest brownfield site within RBKC. The Local Plan, adopted in 2019, includes a site allocation for 

the ‘Kensal Canalside Opportunity Area’, Policy CA1, which sets out several land use allocations for 

the site, including the aim to ‘deliver a minimum of 3,500 new residential units’ and ‘the relocation 

and reprovision of the existing Sainsbury’s supermarket’. The policy also includes a number of 

principles for development, including ‘a high-density development with a high environmental 

standard…’ and ‘an attractive, usable and flexible public realm providing an appropriate setting for 

mixed-use canalside development which features community, leisure, education and business uses 

as well as housing’.  
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1.4 The existing site allocation policy for Kensal Canalside does not specify a height strategy for the 

opportunity area. However, Policy CL12 of the existing Local Plan establishes that the ‘Council will 

require new buildings to respect the setting of the borough’s valued townscapes and landscapes, 

through appropriate building heights’. It goes on to state that the Council will ‘resist buildings 

significantly taller than the surrounding townscape other than in exceptionally rare circumstances, 

where the development has a wholly positive impact on the character and quality of the townscape’ 

and ‘require planning applications for any building that exceeds the prevailing building height within 

the context.’ 

 

1.5 The Kensal Canalside Opportunity Area Supplementary Planning Document (KCOA SPD) was 

adopted in July 2021 and provides additional guidance on the application of Development Plan 

policies for the comprehensive redevelopment of the opportunity area. The KCOA SPD is a material 

planning consideration in the assessment of any scheme within the opportunity area. In terms of 

heights, the KCOA SPD establishes a general height strategy that ranges between 4 to 20 storeys, 

increasing in height away from Kensal Green Cemetery. Four areas where buildings taller than this 

range may be acceptable are also identified. Three of these are on the northern section of the 

opportunity area and one is in the south below the railway lines.  

 
 

1.6 In 2020, RBKC started a New Local Plan Review (NLPR). This comprises a series of public 

consultations at different stages of the local plan production process. In February 2022, Draft 

Policies (Regulation 18) were published for consultation. Following this, an updated version of the 

draft Local Plan (Regulation 19) has been for consultation in October 2022. Among other policies, 

the consultation document sets out a detailed and updated draft Site Allocation Policy for Kensal 

Canalside (Policy SA1). Specifically, draft Policy SA1 establishes that development in the area “must 

not exceed the parameters set out in in Figure 10.1. Where tall buildings are deemed appropriate, 

they must not exceed 98 m from the ground level to the top of the building or approximately 31 

storeys.” 

 
 

1.7 The draft Site Allocation policy is informed by a draft Opportunity Area Heights Analysis (OAHA) 

report produced by Urban Initiatives for RBKC in February 2022. This document provides a 

maximum height threshold and height strategy for both Kensal Canalside and Earl’s Court and West 

Kensington Opportunity Area sites. For Kensal Canalside, the report establishes a general height 

strategy with building heights increasing towards the railway and a western and eastern cluster of 

tall buildings with a maximum height of 26 storeys, which differs from the maximum heights 

established by the emerging site allocation policy (98m or 31 storeys). The OAHA report based its 

findings on a high-level visual and townscape impact study for the area, which is a limited way of 
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understanding height potential in an area. The general principles of the OAHA report are 

summarised below.     

 
 

General principles of heights study  

 

1.8 The draft OAHA utilises view testing to assess the appropriateness of locations and height of tall 

buildings in respect of their impact on visual and townscape aspects.  

 

1.9 The study acknowledges that the assessment does not take full consideration of other aspects that 

inform the height or location of tall buildings, such as heritage impacts, planning considerations, 

placemaking, viability and deliverability. The study is therefore not to be understood as a 

masterplan or recommended masterplan for the area. Instead, it aims to provide a higher level 

strategic assessment of height for the area as evidence and guidance, using a methodology similar 

to those required when submitting an Environmental Impact Assessment report and a planning 

application. 

 
 

1.10 The study uses one of the massing models created for testing capacity during the KCOA SPD 

adoption process as the starting point. This ‘SPD model’, for 4,200 homes (the mid-range scenario 

assessed within the SPD), was then assessed and modified to consider the visual and townscape 

considerations established in the KCOA SPD. Three massing scenarios were then generated based 

on the modified ‘SPD model’, now for 4,022 units. These are summarised and illustrated on Figure 1 

below.  

 
 

1. Scenario 1: capacity for 4,199 units with ranging heights up to 30 storeys; 

2. Scenario 2: capacity for 4,998 units with ranging heights up to 40 storeys; and  

3. Scenario 3: capacity for 3,507 units with ranging heights up to 26 storeys. 
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 Figure 1 – Massing scenarios identified in OAHA 

 

 

1.11 The three created massing scenarios were tested in 24 views identified by considering a Zone of 

Theoretical Visibility Study, based on the models and by considering views identified in the adopted 

KCOA SPD. VuCity model-shots, alongside photographs, were used to examine visual impact and 

townscape effects for each scenario in each view, following a visual impact assessment 

methodology.  

 

1.12 Following scenario testing, it was concluded that impact “of development derived to a vastly greater 

extent from tall buildings, rather than low and medium rise parts of development up to 8-10 storeys. 

Low and medium rise development usually did not impact on views as much as they were hidden by 

other development or landscaping in the foreground or did not rise significantly above roofscapes 

to become notable.” In respect to taller buildings, the study concluded that “Scenario 3 (up to 26 

storeys) performed better than Scenario 1 (up to 30 storeys). Scenario 2 (up to 40 storeys), with the 

tallest buildings, performed consistently worse.” 

 
 

1.13 The study then offered an alternative approach to heights within the Opportunity Area. Two 

alternative development scenarios (A and B) were developed in response to the findings of the 

Visual and Townscape Assessment and aimed to achieve an acceptable range of townscape and 

visual impacts. Both scenarios were 3D modelled and tested in VuCity from relevant views. The 

diagram at Figure 2, extracted from the study, illustrates the height ranges in metres (AOD) and 

indicative storeys identified following the study.  
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1.14 Finally, specific height and design guidance to several particularly sensitive views and situations is 

set out as ‘recommendations’ and conclusions in the OAHA report. 

 

 Figure 2 – Diagrammatic plan showing acceptable height ranges in meters (AOD) and 
 indicative storeys as set out in OAHA. 

 

 

 

Limitations and shortcomings of the heights study 

 

1.15 Given the evidence base nature of the OAHA report, in the context of the New Local Plan Review, it 

is intended to have a high-level scope. It is therefore important to recognise its limitations and 

shortcomings in terms of identifying specific heights for tall buildings and their locations within the 

opportunity area (which are also recognised within the OAHA report itself).  

 

1. Policy D9 in the London Plan requires local planning authorities to identify appropriate locations 

for tall buildings. These locations and appropriate tall building heights should be identified on 



 
 

6 

 

maps in Development Plans. Proposals for tall buildings in appropriate identified areas would 

have to then address any potential visual impacts (in consideration of spatial hierarchy, legibility 

and wayfinding, architectural quality and effects on views, nearby heritage assets and the public 

realm), functional impacts (in consideration of the external and internal design, servicing, the 

transport network, the provision of jobs, services, facilities, and economic activity, and 

consideration of aviation, telecommunications and navigation requirements) and environmental 

impacts (in consideration of wind, daylight, sunlight penetration and temperature conditions 

around the building, air movement affected by the building and noise created by air movements 

around the building). The OAHA report aims to identify the appropriate locations and heights of 

tall buildings within the KCOA by focusing only on visual impact testing. Although testing 

massing scenarios in views will offer an understanding of the impact of building heights on the 

local townscape, this is not the only consideration by which a tall building and its height may be 

acceptable in a local area. The scope of the OAHA report is therefore considered a limited test 

for identifying specific building heights across the opportunity area. This limitation is recognised 

by the study itself and notes that it is for the local authority to balance other planning 

requirements, such as heritage impact, deliverability, viability and other environmental 

considerations, to set out appropriate building heights for an area.  

 

2. In addition to the narrow focus of the OAHA report, assumptions made for the creation of the 

three massing scenarios tested have contributed to increasing weaknesses within the study. For 

instance, the ‘SPD model’ considered as baseline for the massing scenarios assumed a maximum 

height of 29 storeys. However, the adopted KCOA SPD, used as a guiding principle for the model, 

did not define a maximum height for taller buildings above the general height strategy of 6-20 

storeys. This parameter, however, was the basis of the massing scenarios for the study. If a taller 

building had been assumed as part of the ‘SPD model’, the massing scenarios would also be 

different. No justification was offered as to why 29 storeys was chosen as a baseline height.  

 
 

3. Furthermore, it is unclear whether other urban design considerations, such as having 

commercial units at the base of the taller buildings, have been accounted for when developing 

the massing scenarios and maximum heights. Although the study aims to remain high level in 

scope, this is an important consideration when defining maximum building heights as a 

commercial unit storey will be taller than a residential one i.e. Sainsbury’s. The OAHA report also 

disregards ancillary plant requirements of tall buildings, which would include a lift overrun and 

motor room that could add over 6m to the total height of a building.  
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4. The visual impact assessment undertaken in the OAHA report is considered to be largely 

quantitative, where the level of visibility of a tall building defines the level of impact attributed to 

a view, generally perceived as an adverse one (i.e. if a building is visible then it is considered 

harmful to the view). This is considered to be a weak method of assessing visual impact and 

contrary to the Guidelines for Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment (GLVIA, 2013), 

established by the Landscape Institute. The GLVIA, which is considered to provide the industry’s 

best practice technical advice, describes the consideration of design quality of a proposal as a 

fundamental part in the process of identifying visual impact. As such, quantitative change in 

views does not automatically result in adverse effects to visual amenity or the local townscape; 

other qualitative factors, identified by using professional judgment, such as architectural quality, 

building form and elevational treatment would need to be considered for a robust visual 

assessment. Proposed developments of high quality may incorporate design strategies that 

contribute to visually reducing perceived mass or height and may be considered to improve 

visual amenity in the local area. The importance of design quality in assessing visual impact is 

also in line with Section 12 of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), which focuses on 

achieving well-designed places and encourages the creation of ‘high quality, beautiful and 

sustainable buildings and places’. It is recognised that the OAHA report is a high-level study and 

no detailed design was tested, however it is vital for the local authority to note the importance 

of the qualitative consideration of visual impact assessment, and recognise that a quantitative 

approach alone is inadequate to define specific limits on building heights across an area.     

 
 

5. The OAHA report concludes that “generally Scenario 3 (up to 26 storeys) performed better than 

Scenario 1 (up to 30 storeys). Scenario 2 (up to 40 storeys), with the tallest buildings, performed 

consistently worse.” This conclusion is based on a partial understanding of visual impact 

assessment, which focused  on a quantitative interpretation of impact, where the level of 

visibility of the massing scenarios in views informed the level of visual impact. Furthermore, the 

tables summarising the visual impact results of the massing scenarios illustrate that Scenario 1 

had significant visual impacts in 14 views, while Scenario 3 had significant visual impacts in 12 

views. The difference in resultant significant effects between Scenarios 1 and 3 is minimal, and 

there is no clear explanation as to why Scenario 3 was the preferred option to base height 

recommendations upon. In particular, the conclusions seem unclear when the study notes that 

tall buildings of up to 30 storeys, in Scenario 1, appeared “more proportionate when seen across 

roofscape within local contexts, whilst in many views heights of Scenario 3 were found to be out 

of scale”. This is an important finding and statement that is not considered further, given the 

focus on the amount of visibility of tall buildings within the massing scenarios.  
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6. Chapter 6 of the draft OAHA report sets out height guidance for the KCOA. The guidance is 

based on two alternative development scenarios (A and B), which are modelled following the 

results of the visual impact study. General building heights are recommended to range from 4 to 

17 storeys across the opportunity area, increasing away from Kensal Green Cemetery (towards 

the railway). Two clusters of taller buildings (in the east and west of the opportunity area) are 

capped at 22 and 26 storeys in height, based on the outcome of the visual impact assessment. 

These indicative clusters of tall buildings do not account for heritage impact on the Grade II* 

listed Kensal House (a residential building which immediately adjoins the eastern boundary of the 

opportunity area) or townscape effects on the residential areas south of the railway line. In terms 

of maximum heights, the recommendations do not acknowledge the qualitative visual effect of 

the 30 storey towers, (mentioned earlier in the report), which would feature better proportions 

along the local skyline, if located appropriately. The indicative height recommendations set out 

in the study are therefore limited and based only on a partial understanding of the effects of tall 

buildings in the area.   

 
 

7. The recommended building heights across the opportunity area are referred to as indicative 

only, however the language used throughout the report and its recommendations is restrictive 

and inflexible. This is observed in the conclusions, but in particular in the specific guidance 

offered for particularly sensitive views. It is considered that given the large number of 

assumptions contained in the OAHA report, guidance and recommendations on height should 

be expressed in a more flexible tone, allowing for the local authority to evaluate in consideration 

of other wider planning considerations.     

 
 

1.16 Overall the OAHA report produced by Urban Initiatives offers a high level and partial understanding 

of the effects of building heights across the KCOA. Certain limitations and shortcomings, typical of 

evidence base reports,  limit its reliability to identify, on its own, appropriate maximum and specific 

building heights for the area.    

 

 

Other townscape considerations that influence height and location of tall buildings 

 

1.17 Aside from visual impact, there are other townscape considerations that need to be considered 

when defining appropriate building heights across the KCOA. Some of these are discussed below. 

  

1. The condition of the existing site. As it stands, the KCOA offers no townscape benefits to the 

surrounding context. It is an inward looking site, isolated from the context, and is located in close 
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proximity to railway lines and a large open space (Kensal Green Cemetery). Its historical use as 

an industrial site, contained large gasholders (which were only recently dismantled) that were 

visible from the surrounding context, in particular when fully operational. The concept of height 

within the area has therefore historically been a part of the area’s character. Furthermore, the 

site’s location, in the context of an open space (although listed) and railway lines, is considered 

to be a reasonable location for amplified building height.  

 

2. The immediate sensitive context. The OAHA report recommends two tall building clusters in 

the northern section of the opportunity area. One cluster is located to the east and one in the 

west, immediately north of the railway lines. The effects on the southern lower residential areas 

and Kensal House (Grade II* listed), immediately to the east, are not considered in this 

recommendation. In respect to the latter, a tall building would abut the listed house and nursery 

to the west, potentially generating adverse effects on its immediate setting. The study pays no 

consideration to these assets and instead guides height towards the south alongside the railway 

lines, mainly away from Kensal Green Cemetery. The cemetery, although sensitive given its 

historic and architectural interest, is a large open space that is able to ‘absorb’ the effects of a 

taller building, if designed to a high-quality standard. Consideration of other planning 

considerations, such as heritage impact on the surrounding heritage assets, therefore, needs to 

inform the allocation of height in the opportunity area.  

 

3. The wider context. In terms of built scale, RBKC is largely a low to mid-rise borough with a few 

points of heights throughout its townscape. However, the borough is not isolated from the 

emerging London townscape, which now features clusters of height at key locations. In the wider 

context of the KCOA, to the west, is the Old Oak and Park Royal Opportunity Area (OOPROA), 

which aims to deliver a minimum of 24,000 new homes. This large opportunity area has 

introduced a range of tall buildings in the context of Kensal Canalside, including a 42-storey 

tower (Portal West). To the east of the KCOA is the Trellick Tower, a Grade II* listed landmark 

within RBKC, which reaches 31 storeys in height (or 98m) and is one of tallest buildings within the 

borough.  

 

In consideration of the height context, it is important to acknowledge that KCOA has different 

conditions to the OOPROA, in terms of surrounding heritage sensitivities. However, it is 

important for future development in Kensal Canalside to acknowledge the wider tall building 

context and create a responsive and coherent contribution to the emerging wider skyline. A 

height of 30-35 storeys would be able to mediate the height of the emerging tall building cluster 

at the OOPROA and the Grade II* listed Trellick Tower found east of the KCOA. The stepping 

down in heights would be observed when transiting into London in a consistent manner. In terms 
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of competing with the height of the Trellick Tower, it is considered that the landmark properties 

of the Grade II* listed tower would not be overpowered by development in Kensal Canalside, 

given its iconic form and materiality.  

 

4. Strategic Views. The OAHA report considers impact on local views as a result of tall buildings 

within the KCOA. However, it is important to note that the opportunity area does not fall within 

or along the sightlines of strategic views, such as protected vistas set out in the London View 

Management Framework (LVMF). The opportunity area therefore has the potential to explore 

buildings heights further, considering other heritage and planning considerations, while 

maximising regeneration benefits. At local level, the Building Height Supplementary Planning 

Document (BHSPD) identifies views of importance within RBKC. The effects of tall buildings 

within the KCOA would need to be tested in the locally protected panorama, LP5, from Kensal 

Green Cemetery and locally protected vista LV10, from Grand Union Canal towards the Trellick 

Tower.  In respect to the latter, tall buildings in KCOA would not be visible in the context of the 

Trellick Tower from the canal, given the composition of the townscape and the bend along the 

canal’s stream.  

 

5.  Architectural quality. The architectural quality of a tall building, including its form, expression 

and materiality, is an important consideration when evaluating its maximum appropriate height. 

The OAHA report by Urban Initiatives found in their views impact testing analysis that tall 

buildings of 30 storeys would exhibit a more proportionate form in views of the KCOA. A 

comfortable proportion in respect to the surrounding townscape and the emerging blocks 

within the KCOA is an important consideration when defining a legible built hierarchy. In 

accordance with the KCOA SPD, general building heights of between 6-20 storeys are 

recommended across the opportunity area. In the context of a 6-20 storey built environment, a 

taller building would need to be higher than 25 storeys for it to be understood, from within the 

surroundings, as a wayfinding tool. This is appreciated in the massing scenarios at Figure 1, 

where the tall buildings within Options 1 and 2 exhibit more elegant forms that do not merge with 

the lower masterplan elements.  As seen in Option 3 of the massing scenarios, buildings of less 

than 25 storeys would likely visually merge with the medium and lower elements creating a 

poorly legible skyline, that does not contribute to wayfinding. A larger height differential would 

be required to achieve a legible skyline.  

 

1.18 As set out above, there are other townscape factors that need to be considered when identifying a 

suitable maximum height for an area. For Kensal Canalside, a maximum height of 30-35 storeys may 

be the most appropriate for the area given the wider tall building context and to ensure a clear and 

coherent local skyline. The most suitable location(s) for taller buildings across the opportunity areas 
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should not be identified through visual impact alone and must take account of other material 

planning considerations such as the relationship with nearby residential properties, placemaking 

and sense of space, infrastructure needs, environmental performance, and delivery and viability 

among others (as recognised within the OAHA).  

 

 

Recommendation 

 

1.19 In summary of the above, it is clear that other townscape and planning considerations should be 

evaluated alongside the OAHA report, which only considers visual impact in a quantitative manner.  

 

1.20 In accordance with the tall building checklist within Policy D9 of the London Plan, it is considered that 

a tall building cluster of maximum 26 storeys in height, as suggested by OAHA report, would not 

offer the same level of contribution to the local and wider skyline of the area as a slightly taller cluster 

of 30-35 storey maximum would. The 31-storey maximum building height identified within the draft 

site allocation would better comply with this approach.   

 
1.21 It is considered that taller elements of around 30 storeys in height would better contribute to the 

skyline, becoming clearly legible wayfinding tools that would exhibit more elegant and 

proportionate forms within surrounding views. This maximum height is also set out in the emerging 

Site Allocation policy (98m above ground). In any case, the maximum height of a tall building within 

the KCOA would need to be tested to understand its visual, functional and environmental effects, 

as per Policy D9 of the London Plan, rather than visual impact alone. A full assessment of the visual, 

functional and environmental effects may result in alternative locations and heights of tall buildings 

across the opportunity area which must be recognised within the draft Site Allocation and 

supporting evidence base to ensure the optimum development potential of the KCOA is secured.  

 

1.22 In conclusion, only by considering true height parameters that arise from quality placemaking and 

urban design, the opportunity area’s potential as the largest brownfield site for redevelopment in 

RBKC, will be fully unlocked.  

 

 

The Townscape Consultancy 

December 2022 


