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If we stick to current urban models, the torrent of housebuilding envisaged by the government will create environments
impervious to water – and increase flood risk. We should be looking to the postwar new towns for lessons, argues Matthew
Bradbury

The UK government plans to address the lack of affordable housing in the UK
by building 1.5 million houses. This target will be met by expanding towns and
cities with new buildings and constructing new towns on brownfield and
greenfield sites. The recent announcement of the development of the Oxford-
Cambridge Arc is part of this project.

But before we start building, we must first acknowledge the inescapable
impact that climate change will have on all our towns and cities. As the world
heats up, we can expect more flooding, both pluvial and fluvial, and for the sea
level to rise. Last year, in September 2024, Cyclone Boris caused extensive
flooding in central Europe, with a month's worth of rain falling in 24 hours.
Billions of dollars of property damage were caused, and over 30 people were
killed.

Throughout 2024, the UK experienced major flooding almost every month. The government has predicted that
around eight million properties in England will be at risk from flooding by 2050.

Acknowledging this reality as the UK embarks on a major housing programme is critical. Thinking about how to
build resilience to the environmental effects of climate change, particularly urban flooding, is vital. It would seem
obvious that the first requirement in the planning of a new town is that it is not located on a flood plain or on a
primary overland flow path.

While this seems like common sense, there is another consequence of building a new town in the era of climate
change: understanding what will be the result of creating a large area of housing and the associated infrastructure
– roads, paving, or what we call impervious surfaces – on the local hydrology. Simply, when we build a new town
on a greenfield site, an area that would have traditionally absorbed rain, we get runoff. Increased runoff can
contribute to flooding both within a new housing area and downstream, affecting existing towns.

The effects of climate change are not just limited to flooding. Rising temperatures will lead to towns and cities
becoming hotter, what we call the heat island effect. The growing destruction of biodiversity is another result of
climate change, which the construction of new towns will potentially exacerbate.

One way to ameliorate these effects is to make the new towns more open and less impervious, to make them
greener, by reducing their building footprint and increasing the number of parks and public spaces. In this way,
rainfall can be absorbed, and when the ground becomes saturated, the runoff can be detained or conveyed by new
green spaces, safely away from housing.

The provision of green space could be accompanied by lots of tree planting to provide shade, thus reducing the
urban heat island effect. The kinds of planting would have to be carefully considered to help preserve biodiversity
and to ensure ecological corridors to the surrounding countryside. In this way, the landscape of the new towns can
help protect the new citizens from the effects of climate change.

Unfortunately, this description of how we should design new towns that are resilient to climate change is a long
way away from the current urban model. This model emphasises urban density through the building of a street
grid with an intensive building programme mostly based on terraced housing and apartments. This building
programme is accompanied by a hierarchy of often paved public spaces; squares, and plazas.

The model has developed into a highly successful urban typology both socially and economically with built projects
around the world. Very successful, but unfortunately not very helpful if we are looking for a way to design towns
that emphasise the construction of green spaces to absorb and direct urban flooding.

A new look at New Towns
Are there any examples of urban planning in which green spaces have occupied a dominant part of the urban
plan?

In fact, the UK has many such examples. In the post-WWII creation of the original ‘New Towns’ under the New
Towns Acts, the landscape played just as critical a role as the new architecture. This important history of the
original New Towns has been largely forgotten, or if remembered, it is for building failures or the well-documented
social problems.

But over a 30-year period, from the first New Towns like Harlow, begun in 1947, to the third wave towns like Milton
Keynes, started in 1967, the New Town movement was a world-leading urban programme in which consideration
of the existing and new landscape was an integral part of the overall town design.

Probably the best-known early example of how the landscape influenced the planning of the first New Towns is
the landscape architect Dame Sylvia Crowe’s contribution to the masterplan of Harlow in 1947. The original
topography of the site, the small valleys and ridges in the Stort catchment, were retained. The small valleys were
used to break the town into neighbourhoods, with housing built on the high ground while the small valleys were
retained as parks linking Harlow to the surrounding countryside. This concept was called the 'green wedges'.

The owl and the barrister: An interview with Nina Pindham
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The planning of green space in the New Towns kept evolving and changing in inventive and complex ways, such as
the concept of turning the post-industrial mining landscape of the new town of Telford into an urban forest. One of
the last New Towns, Milton Keynes, developed a green infrastructure of parks adjacent to the River Ouse and Ousel
and along the transport network, a loose grid of green roads that creates neighbourhoods joined by a network of
paths.

And it was not just the government-driven New Town project in which green spaces and housing were closely
intertwined in the post-war period. We can also look at the more modest private housing projects like the Span
housing built from the late 1950s through the 1960s, particularly in South London. Here, the architecture of Eric
Lyons and the landscapes of Ivor Cunningham resulted in the creation of modest 2-3 story terrace housing set not
in a Victorian street network but rather in carefully designed gardens where private and public landscapes
seamlessly connect.

Of course, the importance of the landscape in the New Towns was not driven by a consideration of the effects of
climate change. The importance of green spaces in modernist urban planning was to improve the health of citizens,
especially those relocating from the slums of industrial cities. Le Corbusier's dictum, soleil, espace, verdure,
captures the holy trinity of this ideology.

Nevertheless, it is interesting to see how the design of the landscape, the green space within the New Towns, and
the way they linked to the surrounding countryside is now helping to address the issues of contemporary flooding.
The green wedges in Harlow are being used to alleviate flooding from the Stort, as well as being replanted to
encourage biodiversity. In Milton Keynes, the extensive park network adjacent to the River Ouzel is being
consciously used to accommodate flooding.

In designing the new towns, the lessons of the original New Towns remain pertinent. The prioritisation of green
space within the original New Towns, through the protection of existing river and stream systems with extensive
park networks and tree planting programs that connected the new towns to the surrounding countryside, is crucial.
A study of the original New Towns offers us a number of complex and inventive ways to build the new new towns
to ensure our citizens are safe from the effects of climate change.

I am indebted to the scholarship of  a number of  researchers of the landscape of the New Town, including Dr Jan
Woudstra of the University of Sheffield, the work of Dr Otto Saumarez Smith of Warwick University about the third
wave New Towns and research on the SPAN developments by Barbara Simms, to name just a few. 

Matthew Bradbury is an associate professor in the School of Architecture at UNITEC , New Zealand, where he
leads the landscape architecture programme. Matthew’s research focuses on building resilience to the impacts of
climate change, particularly pluvial flooding. Matthew has published extensively and presented numerous papers
at conferences both in Aotearoa and internationally. His most recent publication is 'Water City: Practical Strategies
to Address Climate Change ', published by Routledge in 2021. 
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