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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to identify, analyse and suggest 

solutions to the problems of British central business districts that are 

contingent upon the increasing use of motor vehicles. Particular regard 

was given to current British trends in mobility and dispersal, commercial 

development, and city planning legislation and administration. National 

policies aimed at conserving land and closely regulating local and gov­

ernment expenditure also were discussed. Since, in America, the propor­

tion of vehicles to population is greater than that elsewhere, appropriate 

American trends appearing to represent a guide to the future of British 

central business districts were studied. Finally, the thesis suggested 

changes in planning policies which it was believed could assist the 

functioning and prosperity of British central business districts. 

As a first step in accomplishing the purpose of the study, the 

evolution of British cities and central business districts, the develop­

ment of British planning trends, and the policies currently pursued by 

British planning authorities were outlined. Particular attention was 

given to the policy shortcomings and deficiencies seeming attendant 

upon the rising tide of motor vehicles and increasing mobility. It 

was found that many British planning schemes do not pay adequate regard 

to the needs of motor traffic, or to the changes in living habits and 

commercial developments that are arising largely as a result of increasing 

mobility. 

The following phase of the study presented an appraisal of 
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American planning policies and trends in mobility, land use location, 

commercial development and merchandizing techniques, together with the 

results of some American central business district research studies. 

The main elements of American downtown traffic problems were identified, 

and the current measures applied in seeking the solution of such problems 

were described. 

Finally, the conclusions were presented in the form of recommend­

ations in accordance with the findings of the study. It seemed apparent 

that there is a great need for both British national and local planning 

agencies to undertake extensive research into the demands of mobility and 

the effects of a much greater future use of motor vehicles. It was 

indicated that the prevailing high land-use density and relatively small 

extent of British cities have been created by transportation deficiencies 

which largely no longer exist. Some planning policies are pursued in 

the cause of greater economy, yet seem based upon narrow concepts of 

control and conservation. In some respects, it was argued, national 

policies are proving a handicap to the improvement of the national economy, 

living standards and the full-functioning of cities. The recommendations 

identify the aspects of central business district planning policies that 

deserve greater attention and more detailed research. They draw upon 

American studies and conclusions seeming to represent worthwhile avenues 

of approach and fruitful fields of study. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

"At the center of the life of modern Britain are its cities. 

Here the economic and cultural life of the society beats strongest*1 (1). 

Although this statement is true of all modern industrial nations, it is 

especially true of Britain, the most urbanized nation in the world. 

Thirty-five out of forty-three million people in England and Wales 

live in cities and towns of 5 0 , 0 0 0 population and more. Four huge "con­

urbations" together contain fourteen million people, while three others 

each have only a little short of a million (2). 

Where cities and towns have grown up only slowly, the problems of 

city planning are particularly acute. The average British central busi­

ness district has a most complicated pattern of land uses, many of which 

are interdependent, and a street structure that was established long 

before the advent of the motor vehicle. Usually it is to be found at the 

intersection of two most important local routes, and dense development 

spreads out along the converging roads and cross streets which form the 

beginnings of a complex radial pattern of congested thoroughfares. The 

whole pattern of modern Britain, its population centers, ports, rail and 

road network, although laid out a hundred years ago, has become a formidable 

geographical fact. It represents an accumulation of social capital which 

is both an asset and a liability, and which cannot be written off lightly. 

The rapid development of the motor vehicle in recent years has 

brought about profound social and physical changes almost everywhere, and 
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I t i s i r o n i c t h a t W o r l d W a r I I , w h i c h s o d i s a s t r o u s l y a f f e c t e d 

B r i t a i n ^ e c o n o m i c s t a b i l i t y , a l s o p r e s e n t e d t h e g r e a t e s t o p p o r t u n i t i e s 

a t a r a t e c o m p a r a b l e o n l y t o t h a t o f t h e I n d u s t r i a l R e v o l u t i o n . I t h a s 

m a d e i t s i n f l u e n c e s f e l t m o s t s t r o n g l y a t a t i m e w h e n B r i t a i n f i n d s i t s e l f 

i m p o v e r i s h e d a s a r e s u l t o f w a r , a n d w h e n t h e n a t i o n ' s e c o n o m y i s l e a s t 

a b l e t o c o p e w i t h r e v o l u t i o n a r y c h a n g e . W h i l s t B r i t a i n i s s e e k i n g t o c o n ­

s e r v e i t s r e s o u r c e s a n d r e d u c e e x p e n d i t u r e , t h e t i m e i s f a s t a p p r o a c h i n g 

w h e n t h e p h y s i c a l f o r m o f i t s c o n s t r u c t e d u r b a n a r e a s n o l o n g e r w i l l b e 

c a p a b l e o f s e r v i n g m o d e r n t r a f f i c r e q u i r e m e n t s . F r i c t i o n o f s p a c e n o t 

o n l y i s c r e a t i n g g r a v e e n v i r o n m e n t a l p r o b l e m s a n d t h r e a t e n i n g B r i t i s h 

c e n t r a l b u s i n e s s d i s t r i c t p r o s p e r i t y , b u t a l s o i s d r a i n i n g t h e n a t i o n ! s 

e c o n o m y s t i l l f u r t h e r . H o w b e s t t o s o l v e t h e p r o b l e m s o f u r b a n c o n g e s t ­

i o n a t t h e m i n i m u m c o s t t o l o c a l c o m m u n i t i e s a n d t h e c o u n t r y a t l a r g e i s 

p e r h a p s t h e g r e a t e s t s i n g l e d i l e m m a f a c i n g t h e B r i t i s h c i t y p l a n n e r . 

E v e n i f B r i t a i n t o d a y w e r e n o t s u f f e r i n g s e v e r e e c o n o m i c d i f f i c u l t i e s , 

a n d w e r e s u f f i c i e n t l y w e a l t h y t o a t t e m p t t h e r a d i c a l a n d w h o l e s a l e r e d e v -

o p m e n t o f a l l i t s c i t i e s , t h e n a t i o n a l s h o r t a g e o f l a n d w o u l d s e v e r e l y 

h a n d i c a p t h e p l a n n e d d i s p e r s a l o f u r b a n u s e s , a n d t h e i m p r o v e m e n t o f 

c e n t r a l b u s i n e s s d i s t r i c t s p a c e s t a n d a r d s . I n c o n t r a s t w i t h t h e 1 2 a c r e s 

p e r h e a d w h i c h i s t h e b i r t h r i g h t o f e v e r y A m e r i c a n c i t i z e n , t h e t o t a l a r e a 

o f l a n d p e r c a p i t a i n E n g l a n d a n d W a l e s i s o n l y 0 . 8 a c r e — o u t o f w h i c h a 

l i t t l e o v e r h a l f i s p r o d u c t i v e f a r m l a n d ( 3 ) « T h e n a t i o n m u s t s t r i c t l y 

c o n s e r v e i t s f o o d r e s o u r c e s a n d l i m i t t h e s p r e a d o f u r b a n d e v e l o p m e n t 

a c r o s s t h e l a n d . S o m e c o m p r o m i s e b e t w e e n t h e d e m a n d s o f a g r i c u l t u r e , 

b u s i n e s s a n d m o d e r n l i v i n g i s i n e v i t a b l e . W h e r e t o d r a w t h e l i n e i s t h e 

c o n c e r n o f t h e c i t y p l a n n e r . 
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for comprehensive replanning ever to have existed. Ih the physical 

confusion of the average pre-war British city, it was small wonder that 

planning was limited in the success it could achieve. During the war, the 

high explosive bombs of an enemy cleared away many of the worst obstacles 

that previously had stood in the path of urban improvement. New horizons 

were opened up beyond the bombed buildings and vacant sites. After the 

war, the ideas of the planners and government, and the hopes of the public, 

caused new legislation to be introduced as a means towards improving 

urban conditions. Today Britain possesses possibly more comprehensive 

planning powers than any other nation. How best to use this legislation, 

and improve upon it, is a further question confronting British city 

planners. 

Clearly, the new mobility afforded by motor vehicles presents some 

of the most challenging problems of this age, particularly with regard to 

the planning of urban areas. A prerequisite to the formulation of new city 

planning policies is a thorough appraisal of existing conditions, and an 

understanding of the main stages through which towns and central business 

districts have grown up. The purpose of this thesis is to consider the 

problems of British central business districts that are contingent upon 

the increasing use of motor vehicles. The evolution of British cities 

and central business districts, and the development of British planning 

policies are to be discussed, while current trends in commercial develop­

ment, planning legislation, administration and practice also are outlined. 

Since in America the proportion of vehicles to population is greater than 

that elsewhere, appropriate American trends appearing to represent a guide 

to the future of British central business districts are studied. Finally, 



the thesis suggests changes which it is believed could assist the main­

tenance of British downtown business prosperity and the functioning of 

central business districts. 

The Growth of British Towns and Central Business Districts 

Since the central area of any town is the chief meeting and exchange 

point for the surrounding region, all British central business districts 

have many characteristics in common. To a varying degree, each is at the 

center of a radial system of roads, and is the scene of the highest land 

costs, greatest tax values and most intense land uses within the locality. 

On the other hand., great differences exist between central areas in the 

proportions of land used for particular purposes and in the size of the 

central business district in relation to the total urban area. The 

relative significance of central area land uses, and their main relationship 

to each other, can more easily be understood if the main stages or urban 

growth are kept in mind. For example, a study of the history of British 

towns shows that there always has been a tendency for particular trades 

or activities to congregate in certain streets or districts. The reasons 

for this tendency have varied at different periods, but it always has 

existed, and suggests that modern use-zoning is not entirely new, but rather 

an organized way of achieving what citizens long have tried to do by un­

coordinated efforts. Similarly, the pattern of existing central area 

streets came about due to quite practical reasons. It is worth looking 

briefly at the origin and growth of urban areas to determine the extent to 

which they have resulted from limitations which either no longer exist or 

which need consideration even today. 

Few British cities have been planned. The average larger British 
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city has grown up only slowly. Originally it was located on a particu­

lar site because of some military, religious or trading advantage, but 

possession of good communications always has proved the most decisive 

factor in determining whether the town should, decline or prosper. In 

general, cities everywhere have tended to develop at intersections of 

major transportation routes, and in size roughly proportional to the 

volume of traffic carried 

The first towns arose from villages most advantageously located 

in terms of communications. The buildings huddled together around the 

cross-roads, and building development spread slowly along converging 

streets. Gradually these towns became significant as trading centers, 

attracting laborers, and craftsmen in the process, while their central 

areas became the chief meeting and exchange points for the surrounding 

localities. 

One of the earliest factors that tended to concentrate urban land 

uses was the need for defense. The first English towns often were girdled 

by fortifications and also were constricted by extensive common lands which 

could not be built upon. It took several centuries before the defenses 

could be swept away to allow the town to spread. It was even longer before 

most of the protected commons could be developed. By that time the pattern 

of central areas frequently had become fairly fixed. Once the central 

framework of streets and land uses had become established, it proved diffi­

cult for the inhabitants to adopt large scale changes. Redevelopment was 

expensive and coordinated effort even more difficult to achieve than it is 

today. Generally, a few streets were improved, new roads were cut through 

here and there, but the broad layout remained virtually unchanged. New 
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development pushed out first on one side of the central area, then on 

another, and eventually surrounded it* 

The early concentrations of central area land uses were largely 

the result of marketing, retailing and manufacturing methods. The 

market place was usually in the very heart of the town, at the cross-roads, 

while the shops crowded around as closely as possible. Traders were well 

aware of the advantages of a central position, and preferred to increase 

building accommodation within the central area, rather than to move outwards. 

Surviving mediaeval central business district street names (such as Butcher 

Row, Saddlers Hill, Ironmonger Street ard Pepper Lane) even now testify to 

the extent that specialized trades used to congregate within particular 

streets. Similarly, when industries depended upon craftsmen working in 

home-workshops, it was necessary for buildings to be grouped together as 

near as possible to the central market and major traffic routes. 

The invention of the steam engine heralded the decline of handicraft 

industries, the birth of the modern factory and the age of the railway. 

But it did not overcome the difficulties of local communications. The 

efficient network of railways integrated towns within a national communi­

cations system and encouraged meteoric population growth. However, it 

did not change the role of the central area in any important way. Instead, 

a drastic deterioration of urban living and working conditions occurred. 

Most central business districts retained their mediaeval street pattern 

with few modifications, while the old residential areas nearby were invaded 

by central area uses. Factories came within the central area and were 

the source of much nuisance; densely packed buildings increased congestion 

and made the liklihood of redevelopment even more remote. Workers' houses 
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were located cheek by jowl with factories, and mediaeval buildings gave 

way to much larger and more substantial structures. Some new suburbs were 

self contained as regards daily shopping facilities, but most were close 

to the central area and were served by short distance transport. Thus, 

by 191k) the majority of the total retail trade of the town was still 

carried on within the central area (5>)#. 

After that time, and up to the outbreak of World War II in 1 9 3 9 > 

a series of developments, particularly the growth of motor transport, had 

important consequences, both for British towns as a whole and for their 

central areas. Almost overnight, the automobile loosened the ties that 

previously had held urban land uses together for reasons of simple con­

venience. Housing built to relieve shortages and congestion in the 

inner areas could be located at considerable distances from the town center. 

The daily shopping needs of the new suburban residents, and later some of 

their more specialized requirements, were met by local stores. The new 

mobility and availability of electrical power made possible the location 

of industries in the fringe areas, where land suitable for modern factories 

could more easily be acquired, and the total built up area of towns quickly 

became greatly enlarged, with development ribboning along the highways. 

Altogether, a huge decentralizing movement was set in motion which came to 

threaten the stability and prosperity of central business districts. 

However, road traffic increase did not lead to the immediate decline of the 

central business district. 

Motor transport greatly widened the influence of the central business 

district, for people could travel longer distances with greater ease to 

enjoy the special advantages of downtown shopping. Private car ownership 
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remained relatively small in proportion, and the bulk of shoppers traveled 

to town by bus. The central area shops were able to provide suburban 

residents with door-to-door delivery, which led to the development of 

department stores downtown. Most town workers still depended upon the 

inner areas for their employment. Thus the downtown still maintained 

strong links with the suburbs and until 1930 generally gained more in 

trade volume and income than was lost in the dispersal of business and 

population (6). The density of downtown accommodation even further increased, 

and the structure of central area uses improved with the departure of many 

unessential central land uses to the outer areas. However, it soon became 

apparent that existing city streets were not capable of carrying the mounting 

traffic volume; that the central area's prosperity could not be maintained 

unless traffic congestion were solved. Up to the outbreak of war, local 

authorities achieved little more than a slight lessening in the rate of 

congestion. 

The pre-war British central business district contained narrow crowded 

streets, a mixture of new and old buildings, both modern stores and converted 

houses. Old retailing techniques frequently persisted (such as street 

marketing) and a great number of offices were located downtown, usually in 

old houses or upper floors of stores. Many concerns had no need to remain 

downtown. They were there through habit or because site congestion and mixed 

ownership handicapped redevelopment. The greatest hope for improvement lay 

in the increasing city planning powers and responsibilities which were pass­

ing into the hands of local authorities. These came to provide a foundation 

for a more comprehensive approach in the post-war period. 

The following pages seek to summarize, briefly, the evolution of 
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British, town and country planning legislation and policies, and the tools 

which today are available to urban authorities dealing with central busi­

ness district problems. The summary is intended to allow a later dis­

cussion of possible changes in British planning techniques, and of policies 

which the writer believes would be likely to assist the formulation of 

better central business district plans. 
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CHAPTER II 

BRITISH PLANNING TRENDS AND POLICIES 

The Development of British Planning Policies 

Planning Legislation and National Policies.- Britain today possesses 

more comprehensive planning powers than any other nation. The need for a 

positive and purposive policy of urban and rural planning has resulted from 

the problems of unplanned development during and since the Industrial Revo­

lution, the exigencies of war and Britain's present need to conserve its 

resources. 

These existing planning powers and policies did not come into being 

overnight, but evolved very gradually. The early stages of control usually 

took the form of building regulations designed to mitigate such conditions 

as bad houses, slums, unsanitary drainage and inadequate water supply. 

They achieved substantial results in ensuring, for example, that new town 

buildings were reasonably sanitary, and that new streets were wider. How­

ever, in general, they only secured minimum standards and did not affect 

the basic problems of urban growth. As time passed, there was a gradual 

widening in the range of evils considered serious enough to justify powers 

to counteract them) conditions which hampered social and economic progress 

such as traffic congestion, ribbon-development, maldistribution of land 

uses, excessive density and wasteful use of irreplaceable agricultural land. 

Unfortunately all too many of the regulations proved to be negative in 

effect — restricting rather than promoting development. The realization 
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that restrictions needed tc be accompanied by a more positive conception 

of what is desirable took root, and from 19hk onwards, adequate powers 

were created to make such an approach effective. 

The double policy of redevelopment and decentralization, underlined 

and supported by extensive land-use control, was the means by which it was 

hoped to improve the functioning of central business districts and the 

living conditions of city dwellers after the war. The damaged and decayed 

districts were to be laid out afresh, while those people who could not be 

accommodated in the redeveloped areas were tc be encouraged to move 2 0 or 

3 0 miles to new or expanded small towns. It was thought that these latter 

towns would benefit from the added population and employment. 

A Parliamentary Act in 1 9 1 4 ; enabled cities to buy land in order to 

deal with blitz and blight on a scale and speed unthinkable before the 

war, and for the first time conferred powers upon local planning authorities 

to carry planning through to construction ( 7 ) . The 1 9 1 + 7 Act provided the 

cities and counties with many additional means to secure planning, and 

obligated them to prepare development plans for the forthcoming 2 0 years — 

the time which it was considered would be needed to complete most recon­

struction. The New Towns Act 19U6 and the Town Development Act 1 9 5 2 

were tools to secure dispersal of overspill population and employment from 

the congested cities ( 8 ) . 

City planning authorities in Britain today exercise considerable 

control over the development of land, development being defined as..."the 

carrying on of any building, engineering, mining or other operations in, 

on, over or under land, or the making of any material change in the use of 

any buildings or other land" (unless it falls within specific exemptions) ( 9 ) . 



They have wide powers to acquire and develop land by compulsion or agree­

ment, and are able to gain substantial grants and loans from the central 

government. The plans themselves are subject to the scrutiny and approval 

of a ministerial department of the central government, while the Minister 

has the responsibility of reviewing those plans in the light of national 

policy. 

Several other government departments exert considerable, although 

more indirect influence in urban and rural planning. The Board of Trade 

has some control over industrial location, while the Ministry of Transport 

has powers to construct trunk (primary) roads and to give grants towards 

the costs of all classified roads. However, it is the Ministry of Housing 

and Local Government which is mainly responsible for dealing with local 

government operations. 

The national post-war policy to encourage decentralization of 

population and employment from certain large congested cities already has 

been mentioned. Another important policy to emerge has been the estab­

lishment of "Green Belts", to limit urban sprawl. Planning authorities 

are urged to restrict development severely within these green belts in 

order to encourage planned dispersal to the new and "expanded towns", and 

to conserve scarce agricultural land. The whole basis of existing British 

planning legislation rests upon uniform and constant control over develop­

ment throughout the nation and the regulation of land uses in accordance 

with considered local and national policies. 

How far existing planning legislation has produced desired results 

and has contributed towards the solution of central business district 

problems is discussed later in this thesis, together with local policies 
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and techniques. First, however, it is necessary to outline a few factors, 

extraneous to planning powers, which are influencing post-war progress — 

or lack of it. The next few pages deal with the national highway problem 

and both past and current national highway policies. Naturally, these 

have a direct bearing upon the central city business districts. 

National Highway Policies.- Central business district congestion is only 

one of Britain's traffic problems. If the causes are to be fully under­

stood, it is necessary to look beyond the borders of city centers in order 

to examine the overall causes of congestion and reveal the influence of 

national policies upon local planning proposals. 

For many years, Britain has badly neglected the development of the 

nation's trunk (primary) road system. Road transport long has had a low 

priority in national affairs and successive governments have found polit­

ically more attractive uses for the money raised by vehicle taxation. 

Since the war few or no new roads have been built, while motor vehicles 

have multiplied in number and have come to play an ever greater part in 

national life and commercial and social activities. About three or 

four hundred miles of new trunk roads are needed to augment the existing 

eight thousand miles, some of which are quite incapable of meeting current 

traffic requirements. Britain does not possess one restricted-access 

motorway of the caliber of the German autobahn or U.S. freeway. Many of 

the links in the 20,000 mile network of first-class main roads also now 

are unsuitable for modern traffic volumes. This is especially true of 

the roads in or near large cities, and it applies to all central business 

district access and escape routes. In addition, many of the 70,000 miles 

of middle-class roads and the 100,000 miles of country roads need local 
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improvement. All in all, there is muoh urgent work to be done which will 

cost a lot of money. Something like I»100 million ($280 million) needs to 

be spent on trunk roads alone (10). 

Since, between the wars, money was made available from the national 

exchequer only grudgingly, the Ministry of Transport directed most of its 

efforts towards improving existing arterial routes by road widening where-

ever possible. Little was done about the villages and towns which strad­

dled major routes, obstructed traffic flow and themselves suffered from 

the traffic struggling through. Although in nearly all cases the provision 

of by-passes would have been a worthwhile remedy, the number needed and the 

costs involved were considered too great. 

Whereas the case for diverting traffic around a small town usually 

is quite clear, that for by-passing the large towns is by no means as 

obvious. Large towns themselves are the generators of traffic, sucking in 

and pulsing out much of the traffic to be found on the approach roads. The 

Ministry of Transport has estimated that for towns of 50,000 to 100,000 pop­
ulation, some 55 percent of the approaching traffic is drawn in, leaving 

the remainder capable of diversion. In towns of 100,000 to 250,000, about 
80 percent of the traffic is said to be drawn in (11). These figures may 

prove conservative, since American researches suggest that the "draw-in'1 

factor is much greater, but there is a clear need for more efficient and 

comprehensive urban traffic systems and a variety of new city highways. 

For many years in Britain it has been the interests of through arterial 

traffic that have been the dominating factor in deciding the need for by­

passes. The Ministry SD far has held to the general policy of confining 

local authority road construction grants to schemes benefiting the passage 
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of through traffic. Even these have been limited and inadequate. All 

over the country, heavily traveled multi-purpose roads traverse city 

centers. Although these routes sometimes are capable of carrying a high 

volume of through traffic, they also cause considerable nuisance and 

danger, depreciate property values, damage trade and often divide central 

business districts into two separate halves. On the other hand, those 

by-passes that have been built around many large towns, although benefiting 

the traffic using them, have had little effect in easing downtown congestion, 

owing to the ndraw-in" factor. 

Local authorities, unable to gain grants and incapable of financing 

road construction from their own resources, have fallen back upon the use 

of regulations. Street widening lines are imposed upon road frontage 

developers, who also are pressured to provide secondary means of access. 

Overall street widenings, especially in central business districts, at 

best are likely to take fifty to seventy years. Probably most of them 

never will be wholly completed, or will have taken so long that they no 

longer will be adequate. Almost all new highway proposals included in 

local development plans remain to be executed, and are not scheduled until 

the later programmed periods. By then it is assumed that national eco­

nomic difficulties will have substantially diminished. However, the pro­

posals then may prove out of date, or local and national economic diffi­

culties may well have increased due to lack of efficient highways. In 

any event, it appears unlikely that the nation ever will be able to afford 

to finance the volume of highway construction shown in local plans during 

the space of merely a few years. 

There appears a very real danger that plans prepared in Britain during 

the last 12 years for the better layout of cities and central business dis-
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tricts will become out of date much more quickly, and to a far greater 

extent, than average British professional opinion now admits. Present 

traffic trends certainly do not seem to contradict this argument. There 

has been little research into either the implications and extent of increa­

sing traffic, or the role of the motor vehicle in the modern life of 

Britain. The following paragraphs attempt to outline current trends in 

traffic volumes in the light of official predictions. These have an 

important bearing upon present central business district planning proposals. 

National Traffic Trends.- When, during the war, local planning author­

ities began to draw up their highway proposals, the only traffic survey 

material available usually was that provided by the Ministry of Transport 

1 9 3 8 Traffic Census. That national survey did not provide a detailed and 

reliable guide to the formulation of future proposals. It took account 

only of the volume of traffic on main roads and did not show the proportions 

of turning traffic at major intersections, or the origins and destinations 

of vehicles. A later census was similarly limited and only served as a 

guide to the increases that had occurred after 1938 (12). 

There were some 3jlU9,OGQ motor vehicles on British roads in 1939* 
The war years from 1939 to 19U5 naturally witnessed a marked decline. 

Nevertheless, by 19U6 there were almost as many vehicles circulating as 

there had been in 1939. By September 1950, the total had risen by a third, 

to U>U09,000 (13). At the close of 1955 the grand total of vehicles on 
the roads had reached about 6,250,000, 

The present need for comprehensive and up-to-date traffic surveys 

at both the national and local levels is evidenced by the failure of the 

Ministry's estimates to keep pace with post-war traffic growth. At the 
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close of the war, the Ministry recommended that local authorities plan for 

a 100 percent increase over 1 9 3 8 volumes (lU)« The increase was intended, 

to indicate the demands of twenty years alter the war. Unfortunately, the 

safety margin took insufficient account of the expansion of urban areas, 

the city generation and attraction of traffic, and the growth of car owner­

ship. As has been shown, the number of circulating vehicles already has 

doubled since 1 9 3 8 , and it has had a great impact upon British central 

areas and their post-war plans. Moreover, there is every indication that 

current traffic volumes will continue to rise. 

In 195Û  the national Road Research Board reported that traffic had 

increased by 1 3 percent compared with 1952, and added that traffic might 

well be doubled in eight years. It further warned that if the rate of in­

crease became greater as a result of expansion of the motor industry, the 

number of vehicles might double earlier. When the Board made its report, 

annual production of cars and commercial vehicles in Britain had exceeded 

one million. Shortly afterwards, vehicle producers announced expansion 

plans that would raise output to 1,500 , 0 0 0 by I 9 6 0 , and a 19 percent pro­
duction increase was achieved by the close of 1955 (15) • 

The assessment of future demands for cars on the home-market inevit­

ably is somewhat obscure, for there is no method by which an estimate may be 

computed accurately. An indefinite increase in home demands cannot be 

assumed since much depends upon export crises, credit restrictions and the 

prevailing costs of living. However, saturation of demands is far from 

being reached. In 1955, with one car for every 18 people, Britain lagged 

far behind the ratio of one to three in the U.S.A., one to six in Canada 

and one to eight in Australia ( 1 6 ) . Although Britain may never achieve 
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the U.S. proportions, there seems every indication that car ownership 

will increase materially in the future. Quite apart from the growing 

proportion of car-owners, citizens depend upon transit and service motor 

vehicles to a great extent. Unless transit services can be enabled to 

function efficiently, the public is likely to turn even more readily to 

private cars. This in turn is likely to be to the detriment of existing 

central business districts. Already the railways have lost ground to 

their more flexible trucking competitors and some 70 percent of all 

British goods movements now are made by road. 

The extent to which increasing car use is affecting central area 

circulation and influencing transit efficiency can be simply illustrated. 

The latest London Transport report shows a significant decline in the use 

of public transit, a 10 percent drop from 1950 to 1955. The Londoner now 

makes only about UU6 bus or train rides in the year, as against 501* in 

1950, but the private car has filled the gap in traffic queues. In 1953, 

when traffic conditions were less serious than today, London's buses were 

running at an average speed of 11.25 m.p.h. — little more than the average 

speed of the horse-drawn buses along Piccadilly in 19051 London Transport 

estimates that to increase the average speed of their buses by one mile an 

hour would save over $>2 million ($5,600,000) a year (17)* 

National Recommended Central Area Redevelopment Policies 

With the relatively sudden introduction of comprehensive planning 

powers, city authorities found themselves responsible for carrying out 

functions for which their organizations were not fully adapted. In order 

to help them with their tasks, a great deal of research was done by the 
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planning and transport ministries between I9I4I4 and I9I48. A number of 

advisory publications, manuals and circulars were produced, to guide city 

planners and officials. The two publications which have had the great­

est influence over planning thought and statutory development plans are 

"Design and Layout of Roads in Built-Up Areas" (I9l|6) and "The Redevelop­

ment of Central Areas" ( 1 9 U 7 ) . 

The Design and Layout of Roads in Built-Up Areas.- This was the report 

of a Ministry of War Transport Departmental Committee, set up to consider 

the design and layout most appropriate to various types of city roads ( 1 8 ) . 

Of the various suggestions made by this manual with regard to central busi­

ness district planning, the most important concerned the concentric ring-

road plan, the fully developed conception of the inner-ring road and the 

shopping "precinct". A great many British urban authorities since have 

incorporated, in whole or part, these recommendations within their central 

area redevelopment and city plans. 

The ring-road plan develops the by-pass theory to its logical con­

clusion and is advocated as the most efficient means of diverting traffic 

from the city and central business areas. In principle, the urban ring-roads 

are envisaged as being distinct from the outer city by-pass, which serves 

arterial traffic only. They are thought of as falling within three distict 

categories: outer, intermediate and inner. The outer-ring's primary 

function is to act as a distributor between the radials, and as such it 

needs to be located within the city limits and the outer fringe of present 

and potential urban development. The purpose of inner and intermediate 

rings (the number of the latter varying according to the city's size) is to 

allow traffic to reach any part of the town, without passing through the 
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central business district. The inner ring road is considered especially 

important, since its function is to encircle the central business district 

fairly tightly and act as a distributor and filter for traffic approaching 

the center. 

In redeveloping central business districts, it is recommended that 

local authorities aim at confining the area within the inner ring to a 

maxim . m diameter of six hundred yards. Transit buses then can be directed 

from the business district and car-parks can adjoin the road. Parkers 

and bus passengers need walk no more than three hundred yards to reach the 

principal stores. Within the inner ring, it is thought that the bulk of 

moving traffic can be removed and that there will be scope to develop ideal 

shopping and business conditions. 

When the Departmental Committee drew up its recommendations, retail 

traders' representatives strongly expressed the belief that the public 

prefers to shop in areas where there is a large volume of traffic, and an 

atmosphere of stir and bustle. However, the Committee recommendations stress 

the view that pedestrian interests should predominate in central shopping 

districts. The following characteristics are enumerated as being most 

desirable for the area enclosed by the inner ring: 

1) facilities by which pedestrians may, in safety and comfort, 

move along and across the street and view shop window displays; 

2) absence of moving traffic, other than that serving shops; 

3) easy accessibility to public service vehicle routes; 

k) space in the street in which vehicles may wait for a limited 

period while their occupants do business in adjoining shops; 

5) adjacency of off-street car-parks; 

6) off-street provisions for loading and unloading goods; 
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7) continuity of shopping frontage on both sides of the street; 

8) limitation of road pavement width to the minimum necessary for 

the service of shops and for essential shopping traffic; 

9) ample sidewalk width. 

The inner ring is expected to facilitate 2) and 8 ) . while k) 

appears to represent an attempted compromise with traders 1 wishes. The 

imposition of time-limits (not exceeding 20 minutes) upon such curb-parking 

and the provision of waiting lanes, are suggested as means of overcoming 

most of the difficulties inherent in curb-parking. Time-limit control 

also is intended to encourage the use of off-street parking facilities. 

At the time the report was prepared, urban authorities could only 

require new buildings (in certain cases) to provide for the picking up and 

setting down of car-passengers, and for off-street servicing within site 

curtilages. Local authorities assumed by far the greater responsbility 

for providing off-street car-parks in central business districts, while 

private operators rarely performed other than the more profitable accessory 

functions, such as car-repair and sale of gasoline. Later legislation 

introduced more powers of control, and better enabled authorities to impose 

parking conditions upon planning approval to develop land. However, the 

report recommends that authorities apply broadly applicable s tandards of 

parking accommodation while drawing up their central area redevelopment 

proposals. A Retailers Advisory Committee on Town Planning examined con­

ditions in ten provincial cities and found that the capacity of all parking 

facilities available was related to shopping frontage in the average of nine 

parking spaces per one hundred feet of frontage. This was considered 
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grossly inadequate by the Departmental Committee and its report therefore 

suggests that it might be desirable to provide for 20 parking spaces per 

one hundred feet of central business frontage. Local authorities are 

cautioned about applying this arbitrary standard, since much depends upon 

the class of stores concerned. 

The Redevelopment of Central Areas«- The road layout report does not 

indicate how many of its standards can be achieved with existing legislation 

and under post-war conditions of severe economic stringency. The Redevel­

opment manual (19) published in the year of the important 19k7 Planning 

Act aims to provide more detailed, practical advice, primarily for the use 

of local authorities engaged in preparing central business district plans. 

It makes many references to the previous report, but more fully develops 

the practical implications of the latter's central area redevelopment 

recommendations• 

In locating the route of the inner ring road, authorities are 

advised to avoid use of existing major roads and, where possible, to choose 

routes through obsolescent areas skirting the business district. Regula­

tory measures should be used to prevent stores from developing along the 

ring road. In some cases, land adjoining the road may be used for car­

parks, but adjoining buildings should not be allowed direct vehicle access 

to and from the ring road. 

It is recognized by the manual that the extent to which it is 

possible to secure and maintain a balanced distribution of central-area 

uses greatly depends upon the relative ease of pedestrian a ccess to the 

various premises from transit vehicles. Proposed transit vehicle stop­

ping places need careful attention from the point of view of probable 
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effects upon site values. Transit passengers must be at least as 

advantageously placed as car-users in the matter of central-area access. 

Whether transit may best be confined to the inner ring road, or alterna­

tively be permitted to traverse the central business district is said to 

depend largely upon the size of the central area. However, the author­

ities are advised to consider seriously confining the business core to 

within short walking distance or the ring road, while prohibiting transit 

from the district enclosed by the ring. In larger towns, it is suggest­

ed that only a limited number of transit vehicles be allowed to enter 

the business district, the bus-stops also being kept to a minimum. The 

suggested best location for bus stations and terminals is just within the 

central area, near the inner ring and convenient to the railroad station. 

The need is stressed for the central business district plan to 

provide for traffic circulation, including waiting and parking vehicles, 

on a scale likely to meet the needs of all persons and vehicles having 

business in the central area. Twice the pre-war traffic volume again is 

suggested as a suitable standard for highway proposals. 

Other recommendations with regard to the most desirable form of 

central business district traffic layout may be enumerated as follows: 

1) the requirements of a successful shopping center cannot be 

fulfilled in streets which also are main traffic routes. 

Such requirements include continuous window displays along 

both sides of streets having reasonable length and not too great 

width, ample sidewalks, and provision for short-time shopper 

curb-parking; 

2) If the main street system is carefully related to the various 

use zones and intersections with the inner ring, the majority of 
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central-area traffic is likely to be, almost solely, essential 

shopping traffic; 

3) each intersection between main streets and the inner ring should 

be so located as to offer a convenient approach to a particular 

area of main use; 

k) a central business district requires a liberal number of well 

distributed car-parks, preferably visible from main streets but 

not having direct access therefrom; 

5) regulatory measures should be applied to secure parking provisions 

from all central business district developers; 

6) in considering whether a proposed building complies with an 

applicable Floor Space Index, all floor space below ground level 

used solely for car-parking should be disregarded so as to en­

courage the provision of car-parks within building site curti­

lages ;*-

7) in large city central areas, the provision of public car-parks 

below ground level or in multi-storied buildings should be con­

sidered. 

The Report's main recommendations upon central-area use zoning and 

location are as follows: 

l) building uses suitable for central-area location are a) shops, 

b) offices, c) wholesale warehouses, d) non-residential adult 

# A Floor Space Index is the ratio between the total area of the 
floors contained within a building (or buildings) and the area of the 
proposed site. It is obtained by dividing the total floor areas within 
the buildings by the site area plus half the width of adjoining streets. 
The floor area of a building should be taken as the sum of the roofed 
areas at each level, including all wall thicknesses, corridors, staircases 
and basements. 
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educational buildings, e) public recreational and assembly 

buildings, and, in some cities, f) light, service industries; 

2) The layout and location of central shopping zones, car-parks 

and transit routes must encourage shopping development in both 

length and breadth, with rear secondary access; 

3) Secondary goods access is not generally a necessary requirement 

in office zones, although parking within site curtilages for 

callers should be provided; 

k) Office buildings should be openly planned and set back from street 

frontages, intervening spaces being used as small open spaces, 

public or private car-parks; 

5) Office accommodation above shops should not be encouraged; 

6) Shopping development should be confined to that needed for shop­

ping accommodation only. This will encourage larger shops to 

locate within the central shopping core and the distribution of 

smaller shops throughout the remaining central business district^ 

7) Large transit and storage warehouses combined with offices for 

business transaction are unsuitable for central-area location; 

8) Other warehouses within the central area should adjoin the inner 

ring road and provide off-streeet loading facilities; 

9) Wholesale markets for perishables should be located outside but 

near to the central area; 

10) Central-area locations likely to encourage maximum public use are 

suitable for assembly halls, public libraries and other community 

buildings; 

11) The light industrial zone should accommodate those non-conforming 

industrial uses needing central area relocation as redevelopment 
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12) Those non-conforming industrial uses not needing a central area 

location should not be permitted to remain within the area; 

13.) The density of building accommodation, more than any other single 

factor, controls the size, efficiency and convenience of the 

central business district, influences both the attraction and 

generation of traffic, and affects parking demands. Appropriate 

Floor Space Index requirements should be imposed upon all central 

business district use zones; 

lU) Stringent enforcement of Floor Space Indices go a long way towards 

ensuring that central-area streets do not become overloaded in 

one district while remaining used below capacity in another; 

15) Floor Space Indices should not be imposed for aesthetic or arch­

itectural purposes; 

16) The pre-war street corridor layout form is to be discouraged 

since it handicaps traffic c irculation, proper daylighting and 

the provision of off-street loading and parking facilities. 

The prerequisite for a truly realistic central business district 

traffic plan is a clear conception of the best size of the center and the 

floor space of central area buildings appropriate to the particular city. 

"Redevelopment of Central Areas" deals very fully with the general prin­

ciples of central-area layout, but does not indicate how the size of a 

center may be accurately determined. There has been little reliable 

information collected on the problem. However, the report does recommend 

that local authorities make a first estimate by assuming that future ac­

commodation is required for all essential central-area uses existing in 
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1939. A target figure then may be obtained by: 

1) A survey of 1939 predominant use areas (suitable and unsuitable); 

2) A survey of 1939 Floor Space Indices within those areas; 

3) Dividing the total accommodation to be provided by an appropr­

iate Floor Space Index. 

Having thus delimited the central area, the planning authority is 

to examine it in the light of the following general considerations: 

1) predominant pre-war uses and established centers of particular 

activities; 

2) the age and useful life of survey area buildings; 

3) the existing road pattern and traffic research; 

k) the need to include certain uses now lying just outside the 

central area; 

5) recent changes in uses within the survey area; 

6) future increases in the population served by the central business 

district; 

7) the need for a well distributed pattern of open spaces; and 

8) appropriate modern standards of accommodation, daylighting, 

ventilation and amenity. 

Conclusions upon the Ministerial Recommendations.- Both of the Ministry 

reports provided a great deal of useful guidance to local planning author­

ities and each represented much consideration and research. Prior to their 

preparation, there was either no available information upon the matters 

discussed, or the material was scattered and difficult to use. However, 

the reports have certain marked limitations, and counter-arguments may be 

given in opposition to some of the theories propounded. It is worthwhile 
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mentioning some of the failings at this juncture, although more detailed 

comments upon central-area traffic planning will follow in the later 

pages of this thesis. 

The drawback inherent in all attempts to establish broadly applic­

able recommendations is that the resultant standards often are used too 

readily as a substitute for original thinking and research. Although 

both reports emphasize the need for local research, there has been a 

marked tendency for local authorities to adopt, quite arbitrarily, some 

of the broad recommendations. For example, the highway report has led 

to the adoption, within central-area plans throughout the kingdom, of a 

liberal number of rotary intersections. The design of these grade inter­

sections incorporate vast roundabouts, which vary in size proportionately 

to the traffic volume anticipated. Since almost all these intersections 

have been based upon the war-time traffic predictions of the Ministry of 

Transport and although few yet have been constructed, eventually they may 

handicap pedestrian circulation, sterilize much valuable central area land 

and yet be incapable of carrying the increased volumes of traffic. In 

many cities, where there is to remain a through road, traversing the center, 

it is by no means clear that through traffic will prefer to use a more 

indirect inner ring, especially when the latter will contain many rotaries. 

As has been said, the Ministry's estimates of post-war traffic have proved 

gravely inadequate. If the number of vehicles on the roads rises to the 

extent now anticipated, central-area traffic conditions very probably will 

continue to deteriorate, even where there exists an inner ring or relief 

roads. The official recommendations upon shopping center design also 

reflect the inadequate conception of future traffic flows. Present trends 


