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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Picture 1.1   Man with a bike climbing the stairs to Custom House DLR Station (Knecht, 2020)

The following development brief seeks to guide the 
regeneration processes of Custom House, focusing 
on the catalytic potential of Freemasons Road for 
transforming the neighbourhood. The development 
strategy proposes a flexible road design that is focused 
on meeting three objectives that are interdependant 
and mutually influencial:

1. Promote environmental sustainability and the use of 
non-motorized forms of mobility

2. Promote social interactions and a renewed sense of 
belonging

3. Promote the development of new and existing local 
businesses to revitalise the economy 

The following brief seeks to be consisent with these 
objectives that also participate to better understand 
the different dynamics at stake in Custom House and 
to provide a refined urban analysis. The first chapter 
exposes in detail the results of this analysis.

The second chapter defines the vision for Custom 
House, that is to “untap the potential of Custom House 
by revitalising public life and assuring the social, 
economic, and environmental sustainability of the 
neighbourhood.” A series of guidelines are proposed to 
meet the objectives of the plan and achieve the highest 
standards of design through acupunctural interventions 
on Freemasons Road and the connected vicinities. In 
this view, the objectives pushed forward form a circular 
model of urban development that is iterrative, flexible 
and participatory. The third chapter presents the 
intervention more precisely.

Envisionning a new strategy that focuses on meeting 
the needs of the local community through an increased 
participation, and on realising the full potential of Custom 
House, the brief insists on developing sustainable 
mobilities, revitalising the local economy, and ensuring 
social cohesion and a renewed sense of belonging along 
the lines of a preserved socio-cultural vitality. 
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U r b a n  A n a l y s i s 



1.1. INTRODUCTION
Custom House seems like a mere place of passage in 
between the neighbouring new developments, where 
one rushes to reach the DLR or to catch a bus. Most of 
the residents work and shop outside of the area and 
the few remaining persons on the street during the day 
are kids going to or coming back from school and the 
elderly. However, one can sense the great potential of 
the area and the local community. The existance of an 
organised community represents one of the main assets 
of Custom House, especially now that a regeneration 
plan is being pushed forward by the council. As this plan 
insists on participation, it is a big asset to have a history 
of organisation and can highly benefit the residents in 
this context. 

Each regeneration process is controversial. The 
urban realm is constituted by a multitude of interests 
and networks of power that sometimes converge 
and often merely clash. In this view, our work in 
Custom House sought to understand the dynamics 
at stake in the area, in order to grasp better the 
socio-spatial context and the potential aspirations 
of its inhabitants. The development brief we present 
here is the result of this analysis. It develops a street 
design, that can be integrated in an adapted and 
updated version of the current regeneration plan.

Bringing liveliness to Freemasons Road, the presented  
alternative street design focuses on environmental, 
social, and economic sustainability. Acting as catalytic 
actions, each interventions is thought about as being part 
of a network of public spaces that gives a new vocation 
to the area and can bring about more profound and long 
term transformations. The proposals follow principles of 
participation, resilience, and sustainability. Therefore, it 
is essential to highlight that the following development 
brief is designed as a tool for the residents themselves to 
appropriate and to consult, that could be easily simplified 
and broadcasted in order to reach the highest number 
of poeple. As we propose a circular urban development 
process, that is iterrative and allows a learning by doing 
kind of approach, we seek to decolonise knowledge by 
opening a debate towards different manners of doing 
urban design and different conceptions of what an urban 
transformation means. 

The following pages, which seek to deconstruct 
technocratic, top-down practices, have to be 
consulted with a critical eye and a recognition of 
the partiality and located nature of the knowledge 
produced and reproduced. It is a dynamic and 
flexible tool to open-up a construvtive dialogue 
and hopefully generate new ideas and aspirations. 

Picture 1.2   Custom House (Knecht, 2020) Picture 1.3   Network of acupunctural interventions as catalysts for change

1.2. REGENERATION PLAN
According to the Canning Town and Custom House 
Supplementary Planning Document (2008), Newham 
Council sets forward a bold, yet deliverable, long-
term growth strategy for the area. The key objectives 
presented by the Newham Council are:

• To build 800-900 new affordable housings for 
residents

• To enhance and upgrade commercial and living 
spaces 

• To improve accessibility
• To promote safer and more attractive streets 
• To prioritise walking and cycling as compared to 

other means of transport. 

The regeneration plan aims to re-enhance the area by 
bringing high-quality and affordable housing, improved 
retail and industrial sector, health services, employment 
opportunities for users of Newham, revamped public 
open spaces, new junction with Crossrail and better 
public transport links. The council aims to achieve the 
proposed development by engaging with local residents 
and private companies during the different stages of 
the transformations, in order to promote public sector 
involvement and to maintain trust among investors. 

The current regeneration plan provides a promising 
future for the area, however, we belive that it is 
insufficient to maximise the opportunities available 
in Custom House and rather suggest to develop a 
comprehensive and resilient strategy. By incorporating 
social, economic and environmental sustainability 
objectives in the development brief, we seek to shift 
the conceptualisation of the regeneration plan from 
a linear process to a circular and iterrative one. The 
development brief addresses existing problems faced by 
the community through the introduction of alternative 
acupunctural urban interventions that promote a mix-
used development for the neighbourhood and seeks 
to foster social interaction and liveliness. Building on 
the objectives of the current regeneration plan, the 
proposed interventions acknowledge its potential while 
enhancing some aspects that we give more priority to so 
as to create a socially, economically and environmentally 
sustainable neighbourhood. Our proposal embraces a 
comprehensive road design that can act as a catalyst for 
change and expands into a network of micro, street-level 
interventions. The idea is to deliver better commercial 
and community facilities, affordable housing options 
and open spaces by icapitalising on existing facilities, 
spaces and networks, and by putting the needs of the 
community at the centre. In this view, the development 
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Picture 1.4   Vocation of Freemasons Road

brief seeks to strengthen the current participatory 
process in order to make sure that the voice of the 
residents is being heard and their interests taken into 
account at least equally as the ones of the private sector. 

The current regeneration plan is backed up by a  
‘Residents’ Charter’ and a ‘Shopkeepers’ Charter’ that 
ensure the right to remain and return to Custom House, 
in addition to the entitlement of compensation and 
relocation costs. These are strongly supporting the vision 
and objectives promoted in this brief, however, we insist 
on the need to strengthen them and provide more detail 
regarding this point in the description of the guidelines 
for intervention of Objective 3 (See Guideline 5). In this 
regard, the urban transformations proposed through this 
brief are thought as being part of a more inclusive plan 
in which the economic aspect is backed up and backing 
up the social and environmental dimensions, in order to 
create a sustainable and resilient road design that would 
safeguard the interests of the local over the ones of the 
global, and foster a renewed sense of belonging and 
identity in the area.  

All in all, we do not seek to completely reshuffle the 
existing regeneration plan, but rather to complement 
it and adapt it to our vision, in order to untap the 
potential for change of Custom House and challenge the 
institutional and mainstream understanding of urban 
transformations. 

Table 1.5   Spaces of opportunity
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1.3. CONTEXT
Custom House
Custom House is a traditional, historic East End 
neighbourhood built around the Royal Victoria Dock 
outside the City of London boundaries in the mid-
1800s. Since the 1860s, the Docks experienced strong 
immigration from communities around the world in 
search for employment and fleeing political instability in 
their home country. There has been significant changes 
in the urban fabric caused by WWII, which led to the 
destruction of a majority of the neighbourhood and the 
relocation of many local communities to other London 
areas, particularly near the Docks. 

The area of Custom House occupies about 120 ha and 
has a population of over 11,000 inhabitants, that are from 
highly diverse ethic and socio-cultural backgrounds. The 
population is relatively young, and the household have 
a most important size than the UK average (ONS, 2001). 

Custom House is neighbouring the ExCeL Exhibition 
Centre, directly linking two stations on the Docklands 
Light Railway (DLR) to the City of London. The area is 
primarily a residential suburb, varying from terraced 
homes to tower blocks, with two nearby shopping 
centres (Canning Town and Custom House) and clusters 
of commercial and industrial uses. 

According to the Canning Town and Custom House 
Supplementary Planning Document (2008), Newham 
Council sets forward a bold, yet deliverable, long-term 
growth strategy for the area. 

Picture 1.6   Abandonned housings in Custom House (Knecht, 2020)

1.4. URBAN ANALYSIS
Social
Custom House is a particularly diverse neighbourhood 
that counts with a rich ethnical and socio-cultural 
diversity. The recent years have seen the cohesion of 
the neighbourhood threatened by a declining sense of 
community, evident by the steady drift of people coming 
in and out of the area, leaving a transient community in 
Custom House. In this view, community organisations 
such as PEACH and the Shipman Youth Centre play a 
significant role in connecting different social groups 
together and addressing the main issues faced by the 
community - namely safety, housing, jobs and education. 
An introduction to more social-gathering spaces that 
cater to all cultures and backgrounds can facilitate 
community-bonding and create a stronger sense of 
belonging in Custom House. 

The neighbourhood is also one of the most deprived 
wards in Newham, characterised with run-down 
commercial shops and housing. The crime rates in 
Custom House remain higher than the Newham 
average (Police UK, 2020), indicating severe security 
issues, especially crime involving the youth. Therefore, 
addressing the perception of security by revitalising 
the area and promoting a stronger cohesion amongst 
the comunity can be a necessary step in tackling these 
problems. 

Custom House is relatively close to some notable 
landmarks as The Docklands, The Connaught Hotel 
and Pub, and the ExCeL Exhibition Centre. However, in 
comparison to other neighbourhoods in Newham that 
benefit from a strong theatre and music scene that 
fosters a dynamic identity such as Stratford, there is 
weak evidence of visible cultural and tangible heritage 
in Custom House. The area lacks existing landmarks and 
consists of postwar architecture buildings and houses 
with neglected private gardens and front yards. Given 
the existence of a  number of vacant open spaces, there 
is however an interesting potential to build on and 
enhance the identity of the area.

Economic
The local independent businesses along Freemasons 
Road create a sense of belonging in Custom House, as 
some of the shops have been there for over than 30 
years. However, there is a lack of diversity in the type of 
existing businesses. They fail to meet the needs of the

residents and therefore many of them affirm having to 
travel to Stratford for shopping and leisure purposes. 
One can also notice how most of the poeple arriving 
to Custom House tend to head towards the opposite 
direction, which reflects the lack of attractiveness of the 
area in comparision with the neighbouring ExCel centre. 

In addition to its low business activity compared to 
the surrounding areas, Custom House lacks liveliness.  
The regeneration plan promoted by the council led to 
the closure of some shops, therefore, there is a need 
to protect the existing local economy while fostering 
strategy to diversify and dynamise it.

Real estate prices in Custom House have also increased 
significantly throughout the last 5 years in which the value 
change has risen by 26.91% (Zoopla, 2020). Additionally, 
public agencies are acquiring and conveying land to 
encourage investment in the area. New developments 
across a range of tenure types are underway, the rising 
house prices mean that more affordable housing needs 
to be developed to ensure that the current residents 
are not disadvantaged and to impede gentrification 
dynamics to further unfold.

Environmental
Custom House Station is well-connected to centres of 
opportunities in London. It has undergone improvements 
that participated to the high accessibility and connectivity 
to and from central London. Indeed, the DLR line and 
upcoming Elizabeth Crossrail line offer well-connected 
routes to other parts of London.  In addition to the many 
different bus routes, the available public transport offer 
provides a wide range of sustainable mobility options 
and alternatives to the use of private motorised vehicles. 

However, safety and security remain a concern, mainly 
because of the fear of crime at night time, that participate 
to a ‘fear-exclusion’ and restricts the mobility of the local 
residents (Church et al., 2000). The presence of pedestrian 
crossing and barricades enhances road safety for users 
but increasing the presence of lighting could further 
improve the sense of safety at night. Furthermore, the 
lack of vitality and liveliness in the streets can participate 
to reinforcing the sentiment of insecurity, which could 
be addressed by promoting an environment that is more
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welcoming for walking and cycling. Promoting a better 
road design and active frontages can increase the use of 
the streets, therefore the perception of being protected 
by others, and at the same time the attractivity of the 
whole area. 

In Custom House, there is a residential parking zone (RPZ) 
in which the users of the available on-street parking 
spaces have to:
• hold a permit (can only park in specific sites 

according to their permit)
• pay a fare to use available car-parks and on-street 

parking

These conditions depend on the purpose of the parking 
(for residential or business uses for example). The RPZ is 
valid between 8am and 6:30pm. This means that most of 
the car-users driving to work during the day do not have 
to pay or apply for any permits, and therefore do not 
pay for the costs associated with the use of cars, which 
thus incentivise the use of private vehicles. In addition, 
the parking permit is free for the first resident, which 
means that the use of a private car can appear as more 
convenient to some as they do not have to pay for the 
external costs associated with its use (Newham Council, 
2020). The high presence of cars indeed participates to 
high levels of air pollution, and together with the frequent 
passage of planes coming from the neighbouring City 
Airport, to an important noise pollution.

Custom House has many spaces of opportunity, as a 
high number of open spaces and parks, as Newham City 
Farm, King George V Park, vegetable plots and the north 
side of Royal Albert Dock. This could be strengthened by 
transforming existing vacant spaces and parking spaces 
to create a network of green spaces and public spaces in 
the area. 

Picture 1.7   Schoolchildren going down the stairs leading to Custom House (Knecht, 2020)
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Community mobilisation

Active participation of the community builds a better vision of the area 
which is integral in shaping the regeneration plan of Custom House. 

Existing Community organisations and groups.  

Ethnic and demographic diversity
BAME: majority in Custom House. Variety of shops and services, places 
of worship, social spaces, etc. High ethnich and socio-cultlural diversity 

enriching the community.   

Good Connectivity
Transport links: DLR line, bus lines, upcomining tube Elisabeth line, A13 
road and Crossrail Station. Offer good accessibility to Custom House and 
provide convenient connections to and from Central London. Close to 

London City Airport and Stratford International Station. 

Heritage and History
The historical value of the area provides symbolic meaning and a strong 

identity to Custom House.   

Poor quality of security infrastructures
There is a lack of lighting and CCTVs along Freemasons Road and 
residential areas of Custom House (Leslie Road, Ethel Road). Non-uniform 
quality of provision comparing to the infrastructures in the DLR Station.  

Insecurity
Newham is the 4rth most deprived local authority in London (low 
employment opportunities and high crime levels). Open spaces are 
unsafe, especially at night. There are high levels of crime, anti-social 

behaviours, and thefts (Police UK, 2020).

Low Economic activity
Many shops are closed and there is a lack of employment opportunities, 
especially for the young population. Shops close after 4-6pm (when it is 
becoming dark), mainly due to fear of crime in Freemasons Road. Lack of 

active frontages accentuates this perception of insecurity at night.

Lack of services
As the majority of local facilities are concentrated in Stratford, many res-
idents go there to realise diverse activities as shopping and leisure. Due 
to the lack of services and opportunities in the area, there is little public 

interaction and an increased need for mobility.

ExCel
Flows of movements in Custom House are streamed to the exhibition 
centre, which concentrate the local activity. It leads to congestion 
problems when event are held. The name of the DLR station, ‘Custom 
House for ExCel’, indicates the pivot role of the ExCel and its prevalence 

over the rest of Custom House.

Pollution
Air and noise pollution: airplanes from London City Airport and high 

levels of traffic and private car-use.   

Opportunity spaces
Parking spaces could be rehabilitated to foster walking and cycling over 
the use of private behicles. Improvements to parks and public spaces 
could foster social activities. The existence of a large amount of vacant 
spaces can serve as opportunity for new commercial and residential 

developments, as well as pubic and community spaces.

Historic buildings/heritage
The conservation and preservation of the local heritage can contribute to 

the promotion of the uniqueness and identity of Custom House.   

Improving security
Providing more security infrastructures and improving street liveliness 
(active frontages) could create a renewed sense of community and a 

more dynamic social and economic life in the area .   

Regeneration of Custom House
Increased investments in the area. Provide job opportunities and 

revitalises the economy.    

Cultural heritage
Can be threatened by the regeneration scheme.    

Gentrification
The regeneration can increase fragmentation and unequality levels in the 
area. If newcomers settle in Custom House, it can impact the affordability 
of housing and living costs, which disproportionately affects the low-
income population. It can therefore lead to evictions and displacements.

S

1.4. SWOT ANALYSIS

Picture 1.8   People heading to the ExCel (Knecht, 2020)
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London Thames 
Gateway 

Development 
Corporation

London 
Development 

Agency

Newham’s 
Council Cabinet

PEACH

Shipman Youth 
Centre

Canning Town 
& Custom 

House Citizens 
Assembly 

Custom House 
Steering Group

Adam Khan 
Architects

Montagu Evans

Greater London 
Authority (GLA) 

TfL 

Local business 
owners  

Local Residents

Mayor of 
Newham - 

Rokhsana Fiaz

1.4. ACTOR ANALYSIS

Working together, all the actors can see their needs 
met. Some are more interested in the outcome of the 
regeneration of Custom House than others but the 
benefits can be potentially shared between everyone 
if a strong and democratic collaboration is created. The 
stakeholders holding the most power can use their 
influence (on the economic, financial, technical, political, 
institutional, side), to help the ones holding the least, in 

order to recalibrate their relationships and enable 
healthy partnerships to be developped. In this view, it 
is particularly important to foster bottom-up decision-
making mechanisms and adopt participatory methods 
throughout the regeneration process of Custom House. 

LOCAL 
COMMUNITY

COMMUNITY 
GROUPS

ARCHITECTS & 
DESIGNERS

Newham Council  
It is the Local Authority for the London Borough of Newham. Executive function 
directly controlled by existing elected Mayor (Rokhsana Fiaz)
ITRA: Independent Tenants’ and Residents’ Advisor (ITRA)

Greater London 
Authority (GLA) 

Provides funding

TfL 
Liveable Neighbourhood proposal: awarded £135,000 to improve the street 
environment including walking and cycling routes

Ensure local residents and business owners are given sufficient support in the regeneration process 
and the participation of the local community in all the stages of the interventions.

Local Residents
Council tenants, resident leaseholders/freeholders, temporary and private tenants, 
rehoused residents 

Local Councilors Custom House Ward - Cllr James Beckles, Cllr Patricia Holland, Cllr Sarah Ruiz

Local business 
owners  

Chosen by the council to work alongside with residents to develop a regeneration plan. Working 
with the community allows voices of residents to be heard, and the identity of Custom House to be 
enhanced and retained. 

Adam Khan Architects

Montagu Evans

PEACH

Charitable organisation, part of Big Local Scheme (which has seen 150 areas across 
England receive one-million-pound worth of funding over 10 years to improve 
their areas). Has a decision making body of around 150 local residents. Needs to 
submit ‘Big Local Plan and local residents’ body in order to get the funding for 
development. Four major areas of action: Jobs, Housing, Safety, Health

Shipman Youth 
Centre

Comes under Newham Council. For youths (11-19 years of age; or up to 25 if special 
education needed). For Advice and Support. Also organise a range of activities from 
games to art.

Custom House 
Steering Group

Custom House 
and Canning 

Town Community 
Neighbourhood

Engages with residents of all ages and and offer a diverse range of events and 
activities. 

STATE Meet the needs of the local community by not only ensuring new houses are affordable, but improving 
the street environment, making sure the streets are safe and active. 

Ensure local residents and business owners are given sufficient support in the regeneration process 
and the participation of the local community in all the stages of the interventions.

Custom House

Custom House

Custom House

Newham

London

London

Newham

Newham

Custom House

Custom House

London

Picture 1.9   Actors analysis

Propose design and development plans

Protected by the Council in case of relocation due to the regeneration plan. 

Representative body of the community
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C H A P T E R  2 
D e s i g n    S t r a t e g y 



2.1. ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK
In order to bring about a development that improves 
the liveliness of Custom House and highly benefits its 
inhabitants, we seek to implement a Transit-Oriented 
Development (TOD) inspired intervention in the area, 
that starts from the regeneration of Freemasons Road 
and then expands organically in the connected arteries 
and streets. TOD strategies seek to promote dense, 
mix-used neighbourhoods close to existing transport 
stations. By having different services and opportunities 
concentrated in the same area and at walkable or 
cyclable distance, TOD seeks to promote the use of more 
sustainable and active modes of mobility while reducing 
the use of private cars (Dittmar & Ohland, 2004). We 
do not seek to apply a TOD strategy per se but rather 
use the overall framework to promote a new vision for 
Freemasons Road and justify our interventions. 

Streets and roads are the basis of urban mobility and also 
cornerstones for the economic development of cities. 
Therefore, our intervention includes models that facilitate 
the understanding of the vocation of Freemasons Road, 
considering at the same time its transitory function 
and its role as centre for social interactions and other 
human activities. In this sense, the road design pushed 
forward promotes a diverse, positive, safe, inclusive, and 
sustainable use of space. The impact of such intervention 
and the capacity of managing more efficiently the 
different fluxes of goods and people passing through the 
street depends on the promotion of an adequate road 
design strategy.

A high quality road project makes transit more efficient 
and meets the needs of a particular socio-cultural 
context and of the street-users. The implementation 
process thus has to consider such necessities, which is 
highly dependent on the participation of the residents in 
the various phases of the project (SEDATU, 2019).

In this view, we want to promote a better design for 
Freemasons Road that follows a series of criterias aimed 
at reducing the dependence on private vehicles and 
fostering the use of more sustainable mobility patterns, 
such as walking, cycling, and the use of public transports. 
In order to ensure the resilience of the project, this strategy 
has to be accompanied by a series of acupunctural 
urban interventions seeking to transform the road into 
a more resident-friendly environment, that participates 
to revitalising the local businesses and that promotes a 
mix-used neighbourhood that can also respond to the 
needs in social housing and services. 

The main purpose of our development plan is to foster 
social, environmental, and economic sustainability by 
promoting a comprehensive street design of Freemasons 
Road that can act as a catalyst for further transformations 
in the area. It mainly focuses on a series of interconnected 
interventions and strategies on the ground level in order 
to revitalize social life and liveliness in Custom House. It is 
conceived as a circular process, in which each one of the 
objectives feed into the others to build a safer and more 
dynamic street environment.

Picture 1.10   147 Bus leaving Custom House (Knecht, 2020)

2.2. PRINCIPLES

Our development plan is oriented towards reaching 
social, economic, and environmental sustainability. By 
that, we understand sustainability as a guiding principle 
for a ‘development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs’ (UN, 1987). The three dimenions 
of sustainability we will use as objectives to reach are 
complementary and need to be encompassed together 
as participating mutually to create a durable and 
desirable model of local urban development. 

Sustainability

Participation

Resilience

Participation is at the core of our development plan as it 
is fundamental to grasp the real needs and aspirations 
of the residents. Participatory methods are to be used 
in order to reach deeper levels of democracy and act 
as safeguarding the interest of the local communities. 
Urban regeneration plans tend to serve economic and 
political interests of stakeholders with higher power 
and influence, while undermining the potential of local 
advocacy of communities. Therefore, the process seeks 
to create participatory platforms that allow for power 
imbalances to be reshaped in favour of the residents 
and to ensure that their voices are being heard and their 
interests given priority over those of other stakeholders.

The New London Plan adopts resilience, or the idea 
of ‘good growth’, as an overarching principle linking 
together various objectives, and in this development plan 
we propose a simular approach (GLA, 2017). The London 
Resilience Partnership Strategy focuses in this sense on 
the need for the city to build the capacity to overcome 
challenges and threats (GLA, 2016), which is particularly 
important in an everchanging and unpredictable urban 
context. Therefore, we propose to participate to building 
resilience in Custom House in order to provide enough 
tools and capacities to the residents to thrive, overcome 
and recover quickly from any potential difficulty. Every 
intervention proposed is though to contribute to the 
overall resilience of Custom House.

Picture 1.11   People in line in the DLR Custom House for ExCel 
Station ( Knecht, 2020)

Picture 1.12   High rises near Custom House (Knecht, 2020)

Picture 1.13   Airplane taking off from City Airport (Knecht, 2020)
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2.3. VISION

“Untap the potential of 
Custom House by revitalising 

public life and assuring 
the social, economic, and 

environmental sustainability 
of the neighbourhood.”

Picture 1.14   Man running in Freemasons road to catch his train (Knecht, 2020)
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2.4. SCALE

The development strategy we propose is focused on the 
street level of Freemasons Road and its close surroundings, 
nevertheless it is developed in a way that allows and suggests 
that it should be scaled up to a wider area in Custom House. The 
selection of a numbers of vacant spaces or spaces that could be 
repurposed is thought of as having the potential for developing 
a network of interconected acupunctural, pocket urban
interventions that are built at a small, micro scale, but can act as 
catalysts for change in the medium, maso scale of Custom House 

and Newham. 

Table 1.16   Scale of intervention

Picture 1.15   Shops in Freemasons Road (Knecht, 2020)
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2.5.  OBJECTIVES AND GUIDELINES
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GUIDELINE 1: 
Incentivisation 
of the use of 

non-motorised 
forms of 

mobility and 
public 

transport over 
the use of 

private 
vehicles

GUIDELINE 
2: Active 
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formerly on-street 
parking spaces

1.2 - Better street design 

2.1. - 
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of a more 
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process
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of a multi-pur-
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of an active and vibrant 
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ing the use of vacant spaces

3.1. - Create new 
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vacant spaces
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existing venues 
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of 
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OBJECTIVE 1 - 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
SUSTAINABILITY
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Guideline 1 - Incentivisation of the use of non-
motorised forms of mobility and public transport over the 
use of private vehicles

GUIDELINE 1.1. - Construction of bike-lanes 
in formerly on-street parking spaces

By retaking existing spaces used for on-road parking 
alongside Freemasons Road, we seek to promote a 
shift towards the use of sustainable modes of mobility 
and a more inclusive and dynamic use of public spaces. 
These spaces can be used to build a new bike lane that 
would be connected to the existing network and feeding 
into the cycling and walking strategy promoted by the 
borough of Newham. Indeed, ‘the Council recognises 
the need to increase the levels of cycling in the borough, 
to help sustainably increase levels of physical activity, 
reduce exposure to poor air quality, and help create 
a more efficient transport system’ (Newham Council, 
2017/2018). 

As Custom House is well-served by public transports and 
will be further connected to the rest of the city with the 
new Elisabeth line, we have many reason to think that 
reducing the availability of on-street parking spaces in 
Freemasons Road and its surrounding will not radically 
affect the residents’ capacity to move and access urban 
opportunities, but rather will promote a needed shift 
toward more sustainable patterns of mobility. 
 
This project would be backed by the construction of 
more bike parkings and bike-sharing schemes, in order 
to foster active modes of mobility. The overarching aim 
is linked with the environmental sustainability, and also 
to the effort towards making the street safer for walking 
and cycling. 

As noted by Erick Lau (2020) : ‘On-street parking is a creation 
of the dynamic between mobility and public spaces. As private 
cars acquire importance as a mean of mobility, the allocation 
of places to park vehicles become an important topic on a city 
design and planning processes (Langegger, 2016:1804; von 
Schönfel and Bertolini, 2017, p.48). On-street parking results 
from the appropriation of a public space for an individual use, 
privatizing the enjoyment of social space in favor of particular 
interests, and making a commodity out of this space.(…) the 
presence of on-street parking constitutes a barrier to the 
dynamics of mobility and in the innovation of those dynamics 

towards sustainability (Ravazolli and Torricelli, 2017, p.38).’

The London Borough of Newham introduced “Keep 
Newham Moving”, a programme through which it decided 
to invest £100 million over 10 years to improve the 
borough’s roads, sidewalks, etc. (Newham Council, 2016). 
In this view, these interventions would  participate to 
complement  this already existing mobility programme. 

GUIDELINE 1.2. - Promote a better street 
design 

As a complement to the previous sub-guideline, a 
renewed street design is needed to transform the space 
into a more dynamic and safe environment. By adding 
appropriate urban furniture including benches and 
improved quality and quantity of lighting along the 
street, we seek to make Freemasons Road safer and 
more user friendly. In addition to that, planting trees will 
enhance the environment of the area. 

The proposed design seeks to build more active 
frontages, which would contribute to the activation of 
the local economy, the promotion of liveliness in the 
street, and an heightened perception of safety in Custom 
House. 

As inspiration of other types of alternative street design 
and urban furniture, the ‘Swissnex Parklet’ could be 
easily integrated in an existing on-street parking space 
in Freemasons Road and participate to increasing the 
liveliness of the street. It can serve as example of further 
actions to complete the proposed street design.

‘The sidewalks of cities have become contested zones, where 
pedestrians usually lose out to cars and other vehicular traffic. 
The “parklet” model initiated by Rebar represents a simple, “user-
generated” strategy to expand the public realm where existing 
sidewalk width is insufficient to support a vibrant street life. (...)
The design uses the full volumetric potential of a single parking 
space and is able to take on multiple configurations, through 
a set of moving elements attached to a steel frame. These 
transformations allow for different uses, such as performances, 
lectures, screenings, public seating, meetings, and inventive 
appropriation by users.’ (UTT, n.d.)

Table 1.17   Swissnex Parklet (UTT, n.d.)

Table 1.18   Proposal for imploving the design of Freemasons Road by prioritising cycling and walking
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Guideline 2 - Active participation in all the planning 
process

GUIDELINE 2.1. - Promotion of a more 
inclusive and accessible participatory 
process

To ensure that the redevelopment of the area meets the 
needs of its residents and responds to their demands, 
we seek to increment the existing participatory strategy 
of the council. A clearer organisational structure for 
the community could increase their voice and build 
up a stronger advocacy platform. This includes the 
formalisation of a community committee, elected 
democratically, that would be in charge of voicing out 
the concerns of the residents, and of managing part of 
the interventions. 

1. Extending the opening hours of the hub so that the 
residents working later than the actual closing time 
can access it. 

2. Making this and other participatory spaces more 
visible and less institutionalised: Promoting 
participation through posters broadcasted in the 
main transport stations, the school, the shops, etc. 
+ install a box of suggestions (so that residents can 
have more options and freedom to give out their 
opinion without having to enter in contact with the 
borough officials). 

3. Design an online consultation platform to back up 
the whole process.

GUIDELINE 2.2: Construction of a multi-
purpose community space

The construction of a multi-purpose community space 
can provide a platform for the participatory processes to 
actively take place and that can being appropriated by 
the local community. The building will be located in any 
of the vacant spaces identified (see central map p.48-49). 
It is thought of to be a small scale, informal space for the 
residents to gather, exchange, interact, and organise.

The community will be actively deciding on the 
management and organisation of activities, in order 
for them to appropriate the space  and build a stronger 
sense of belonging. 

Non-exhaustive list of suggested activities:

• Games nights
• Community dinners/cafes
• Movie screenings
• Concerts and shows

The existing and newly created community committees 
will manage the space, assuring its maintenance and 
organising the events. 

Table 1.20   Proposal for creation of a new community centre in this state-owned building
Table 1.19   The building before being transpormed (Google Maps, 

2020)

Table 1.21   Participatory process

Attract the 
attention 
of the 
community 
and promote 
transparency

Listen to and 
understand 
community 
needs and 
people’s 
opinion

Build skills and 
knowledge 
about 
collaboration 
and community 

organisation

Create and facilitate 
engaging and 
fruitful interaction 
and collaboration 
between the different 

stakeholders

Promote the 
organisational self-
suficiency of the 
community and its 
responsibility over 
the neighbourhood

INFORM CONSULT INVOLVE COLLABORATE EMPOWER

• Online 
platform

• Opinion box 
• Community 

meetings
• Surveys, 

focus groups, 
in-depth 
interviews

• Design and 
community 
mapping 
workshops

• Community 
organisation 
workshops

• Skills sharing 
sessions

Co-organisation 
of events, 
exhibitions and 
activities. Ensure 
democratic 
participation 
of the local 
community in 
the decision-
making process

Capitalise on 
the potential 
of newly built 
community and 
public spaces for 
sustaining sense 
of belonging 
and cohesion of 
the community

Broadcast 
information in 
the main points 
of gathering 
and advertise 
visuals (posters) 
all around the 
neighbourhood

GOAL 

TOOLS &

 STRATEGY 
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Guideline 3 -  Consolidation of an active and vibrant 
community life by potentiating the use of vacant spaces

GUIDELINE 3.1. - Create new public spaces 
in former vacant spaces

GUIDELINE 3.3: Construction of an 
alternative exhibition centre 

In order to revitalise Freemasons Road and attract people 
and activities to the neighbourhood, we propose the 
construction of a community-led exhibition center that 
would be an alternative to the ExCel for the local scale 
(name suggestion: InCel). 

The exhibition centre would host local exhibitions 
and events in which the outputs of resident’s activities 
and meetings, as well as of the local schools, would be 
displayed. We propose to install a system of artist-in 
residence programmes so that local artists can have 
a time and space to expose and share their works and 
ideas, and therefore, gain visibility. In order to generate 
benefits to maintain the place, the entry ticket would 
include a small fee for visitors from outside Custom 
House and would be free for the local residents. 

The centre, as said, is meant to be multi-purpose and 
therefore host more than merely exhibitions. It can 
hold various events (movie nights, music concerts, 
etc.), be a coworking place and a communal library 
where to exchange old books. It will be managed 
by the community committee, the local community 
organisations, as well as the council, in order to ensure its 
maintenance and sustainability. The cultural programme 
will be entirely agreed for in a participatory manner by 
the committee and advertised in the public transport 
stations, local shops and public spaces. 

In a first stage, it could be placed in an existing vacant 
space. In a second stage, a new building could be 
constructed, with an attractive architecture, in order to 
become the new landmark of the area and a symbolic 
place in Custom House (see map p. 51). It could be 
integrated with  the Ashburton Wood park or placed in 
this area, so as to act as a ‘magnet’ to attract poeple to the 
other end of Freemasons Road and therefore revitalise 
the whole area. 

GUIDELINE 3.2. - Construction of a pub

To these pockets urban interventions will be added  
the construction of a pub, in order to respond to the 
demands of the local residents and to create a space of 
social interaction and of encounter in the street. Indeed, 
it has been requested by the residents as they pointed 
out the lack of cheap and accessible leisure spaces like a 
local pub and thus the necessity for having community 
gathering spaces. It would be located near the existing 
Nisa (see map p.50) and will include outdoor spaces 
to increase the liveliness of the street and add to the 
strategy of fostering more active frontages. Therefore, 
the creation of a pub can highly participate in the sense 
of belonging and community of the area and increase 
the perception of safety.

The pub could also be another participatory and 
informative space for the community, where the 
principal information about gatherings, events, news, 
and suggestions can be pinpointed. 

Table 1.22   After the construction of a pub: visualisation of potential outcome

Table 1.23   Actual situation: 
before the construction of a pub 

(Google Maps, 2020)

In order to boost the potential of the area and redensify 
social interactions, we propose to retake vacant spaces 
or spaces that have lost their role as public spaces. These 
will host pocket urban interventions that are based on a 
prefabricated model. 

We thus designed three potential types of acupunctural 
interventions that can be implemented in any of the 
identified vacant spaces:

• Community gardens
• Micro parks
• Playground + open air sport facilities 

The community can decide which one of the intervention 
will be built in which space, in order to be sure that it 
meets their needs. The outcome would be the creation of 
a network of pocket public spaces that infuse liveliness in 
Freemasons road and its surroundings
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Guideline 4 - Activation of the local economy and 
untapping of the potential of the neighbourhood

GUIDELINE 4.1. - Consolidating local 
businesses by giving them more visibility 
and improving the existing venues  

By improving the physical and aesthetics of the existing 
local businesses, we seek to activate the local economy. 
Giving them more visibility, by providing more lighting 
and signs, as well as adding outdoor seating spaces 
to some, can participate to revitalise the corridor 
and improve the overall sense of safety through the 
promotion of active frontages. An advertising campaign 
in the DLR station Custom House for ExCel could also 
participate in the overall viabilisation plan in order to 
attract new customers. 

GUIDELINE 4.2: Attract new and retain 
existing local businesses 

In order to revitalise the local economy and foster 
attractivity of the street to both visitors and residents, we 
seek to provide new affordable spaces to develop new 
local businesses. In this way, Custom House can better 
meet the needs of the local residents that would not 
have to go outside of the neighbourhood for shopping 
or accessing different services. In this way, it participates 
in the proposed TOD orientation of the strategy, by 
fostering more mixed-uses buildings and therefore by 
promoting more sustainable modes of mobility thanks 
to the renewed proximity and accessibility of services 
and opportunities at walking and cycling distance. (see 
map of existing and potential new businesses p.52).

In order not to jeopardise the targets of social housings 
in the neighbourhood, we suggest adding an additional 
floor or 2 maximum (so as to not drastically change 
the landscape and the low-rise characteristic of the 
neighbourhood) to the buildings whose ground floors 
will host new businesses. This will promote active 
frontages and in this way participate to the overall street 
liveliness and sense of safety. 

Newham Council was granted £2.6 million of government 
funding to provide support for local businesses with 
business rate relief. Businesses property of a rateable 
value between £15,000 and £50,999 are eligible to apply 
for the scheme (Newham Council, 2019). The relief aims 
provide further support to small local businesses by 
reducing burden on businesses. 

Table 1.24   Proposal for renewed businesses and creation of more active frontages 44 45



Guideline 5 - Retain the local community by 
anticipating and preventing gentrification to happen

The street design we seek to push forward and the 
Council Regeneration Plan more generally can foster 
gentrification dynamics that could threaten the 
neighbourhood’s residents and culture. Therefore, 
building on existing plans against gentrification, we 
propose to implement a strong and cohesive strategy. 

The Canning Town and Custom House Regeneration 
Programme mentions a series of commitments to 
residents that might have to be rehoused because of 
the regeneration plan.  In addition, together with PEACH 
and the shopkeepers, the council has redacted a charter 
to protect the local businesses during the regeneration 
process. It includes:

The right to remain:  

“The Council is keen to see local businesses, who wish to do 

so, remain in the area and will work with shopkeepers to assist 

in finding suitable alternative Newham-owned premises to 

relocate to. The Council will work with businesses to assist in 

finding suitable properties in the immediate Freemasons Rd 

area where possible and if not, within the wider Custom House 

area and Borough.” (Newham, 2016)

We would like to modify slightly this point by ensuring 
that the existing local businesses of Freemasons Road 
stay in the close surroundings and are given priority over 
new businesses.

The right to return: 

“The Council will work towards ensuring existing businesses 

have a right to return to premises within the new development. 

(...) The Council will work with developers to ensure that any 

incentives offered to incoming businesses taking new units 

within the completed development are also made available 

to existing Freemasons Road shopkeepers who have been 

required to relocate because of the regeneration. In addition, 

the Council will work with developers to offer existing local 

businesses additional incentives, for example rent free periods, 

above and beyond those offered to any new businesses moving 

into the development, subject to the overall viability of the 

scheme and compliance with planning.” (Newham, 2016)

Compensation and relocation: 

“Shopkeepers with commercial tenancies with the Council 

may have a statutory entitlement to compensation, under the 

Landlord & Tenant Act 1954 (...) The Council will only cover the 

costs of one relocation and shopkeepers who move into the 

new development at a later date will be expected to meet their 

own relocation and fit-out costs unless there are exceptional 

circumstances determined on a case-by-case basis.”  (Newham, 

2016)

We argue that the last mention should be removed, 
because it goes against the ‘right to return’ as it poses 
financial obstacles to it.

These considerations mainly focus on retaining residents 
and businesses by minimising the relocations and the 
negative effects of the regeneration process. However, 
there is also a need to tackle long-term consequences, 
that is, the probable gentrification processes that can 
happen in the aftermaths of the interventions. Therefore, 
we propose a simple 6 steps anti-gentrification strategy 
(Price, 2014; McCarthy& Wang, 2016), that is partially 
addressed through the other objectives, but also requires 
an active participation and engagement of the council.

Enact policies in favour 
of affordable housings, 

including tenant 
protections, inclusionary 

zoning, and housing 
subsidies

 

1. Protect senior homeowners by creating or 
increasing funding of existing senior home 

repair programmes

2.Limit large-scale luxury 
development and high-cost 

housing developments 3.4. 6.5.
Reduce or freeze 
property taxes to 
protect long-term 

residents

Foster a strong 
and organised 

community 
to increase 

the ability of 
local residents 

to resist 
gentrification

Create a 
stabilization 
voucher to 

be awarded 
to long- time 
residents to 

help stabilize 
communities 
by avoiding 

displacement

 

Table 1.25   Anti-gentrification strategies (Price, 2014; McCarthy& Wang, 2016)
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PHASE 1 - Implementation of the proposed road 
design in Freemasons Road

• Construction of a bike lane in former on-street 
parking spaces + more bike parkings

• Installation of the elements composing the renewed 
street design: benches, lighting, trees, bins, etc.

• Construction of the first serie of urban pocket public 
spaces in former vacant spaces

• Construction of a multi-purpose-community centre 
in vacant spaces

• Provisional installation of new multipurpose cultural 
centre in vacant spaces

• Strengthening of the organisational capacities of 
the local community

• Renewal of existing local businesses and installation 
of new ones + construction of a pub

INTERMEDIARY PHASE - Alternative cultural centre

• Construction of a new multipurpose cultural centre 
that will ‘compete’ with and be an alternative to the 
ExCel centre at the local scale

PHASE 2 - Learning from the process 

• Incrementing the newly built spaces - adding 
elements and urban mobiliaries

• Making sure  of the good maintenance of the new 
spaces and infrastructures

• Learning from the process and retrofitting the main 
outcomes and shortcomings 

PHASE 3 - Scaling up of the process

• Scaling up of the process introduced in phases 1 and 
2 in other neighbouring streets of Freemasons Road

• Adapt to the particularities of each street context 
and needs

• Replicate the process in as many streets as possible 
in order to create a network of liveliness through the 
design of socially, economically, and environmentally 
ustainable corridors

• Redistribute the benefits of the interventions to the 
whole neighbourhood 

TIMELINE

PHASE 1

INTERMEDIARY PHASE

PHASE 2

PHASE 3

Implementation of the proposed 
road design in Freemasons Road

Construction of a new building 
for the alternative multipurpose 

cultural centre

Scaling up of the process: 
replication of the street design 

in different areas of Custom 
House

Learning from the process and 
retrofitting the main outcomes and 

shortcomings

Table 1.26   Timeline54 55
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4.1. CONCLUSION
By proposing an alternative street design in Freemasons 
road, we seek to expand the existing development brief 
in order to create a new centre in Custom House that 
could be the catalyst for further changes in the area and 
that could be easily replicated in other streets of the 
neighbourhood. 

The environmental focus that seeks to promote the 
use of non-motorised forms of mobility over the use of 
private cars can participate to:

• Reduce levels of air and noise pollution that are 
identified as an important issue in the area

• Improve the liveliness of the streets by promoting 
a friendly environment for walking and cycling, and 
thus foster social interactions and liveliness 

• Reduce traffic and therefore increasing the overall 
safety of the area

The social focus that seeks to promote a more vibrant 
community life and a renewed sense of belonging can 
participate to:

• Increase levels of safety through the consolidation 
of networks of trust and a consolidated community 
life

• Reach higher levels of citizen participation that 
can better inform planning decisions and therefore 
better meet the needs of the residents

• Prevent gentrification processes to unfold thanks 
to a more organised local community that can 
therefore better resist such threats

• Create more lively streets thanks to a more active 
social life and the existence of more spaces for social 
interactions to happen

The economic focus that seeks to revitalise the local 
economy can participate to:

• Increase the attractiveness of the area
• Increase the overall safety through the creation of 

more active frontages 
• Create new opportunities for local entrepreneurs to 

thrive
• Foster more sustainable mobility patterns by 

providing enough services, social activities, and 
shopping facilities for the residents not to have to 
leave the area to meet their needs, having them at 
an easily accessible walking distance Picture 1.27   Picture Title

Table 1.28   Potential outcomes of the street design58 59
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