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Dear Mr Balls and Lord Pickles,  

 

Further to your letter regarding the planning application for the UK Holocaust Memorial at Victoria Tower 

Gardens, I am sure you will appreciate I cannot comment on the proposals themselves as this is a live 

planning application. 

 

I will however, respond to the procedural issues you raise as I profoundly refute the very serious and 

wholly unfounded allegations about the operation of the Planning Service in the City of Westminster. As 

highly experienced national politicians, I am extremely disappointed with your irresponsible and frankly 

offensive assertions. You may wish to consider whether you have been misadvised by your consultants 

as you state the source of your comments stems from their reports to you.  

 

I can confirm with complete confidence that your planning proposal will be dealt with in a wholly 

professional and robust manner. As ALL planning applications are in Westminster. Indeed, Westminster is 

the Local Authority which deals with the highest number of Planning applications in the UK. We are very 

successful at appeal, a longstanding measure of the robustness of decision making. In this context, it is 

crystal clear that the service is highly proficient and deals with its workload at the highest standards of 

professional integrity.  

 

Taking the specific points you have raised, there are a number of facts I would like to highlight: 

 

1. The planning case officer had a telephone conversation with the agent (Alex Walker-Robson, 

DP9). This was a general discussion relating to the progression of the application and the 

Council’s general views. Concerns on a number of issues relating to how the proposal compares 

to local planning policy were discussed. These concerns included Land Use (development within 

public Open Space), Design (Impact on Victoria Tower Gardens and World Heritage Site), Trees 

and Highways. It was also explained that a significant number of objections from residents and 

statutory consultees had been received. As such, given this range of issues, it was advised that 

the application was heading towards an unfavourable recommendation. It is difficult to see how 

your advisors were able to give you the impression that it was the number of objections was the 

primary concern, given the breadth of the other matters discussed.  

 



 

2. Your comments in respect of excessive weight being attached to one aspect of the material 

considerations in determining planning proposals is naïve and patently untrue. Cursory 

examination of any of the reports outlining the decision making on any of our thousands of 

applications will demonstrate this point.  

 

3. On the issue of dealing with anti-Semitic comments on the website, the service has worked 

tirelessly to ensure that these comments are removed very quickly. The portal is constantly 

monitored and action taken swiftly. Indeed, the service is going beyond that and seeking ways to 

permanently block those responsible for reposting previously deleted comments. It is shocking 

that we do not benefit from sufficient legal measures to tackle this more sustainably. I would also 

like to make clear that anti-Semitic comments grievously offend me and many have been deeply 

upsetting to residents, Councillors and staff.  I, along with my Chief Executive and staff, have been 

extremely vigilant on this point and have used all possible measures available to us to deal with it 

effectively from the beginning. 

 

4. Written comments from respondents to planning applications are obviously given the same weight 

as those that come through the Portal.  Indeed, they are routinely uploaded to the digital platform 

by case officers, so that what you see online is a complete picture of all responses. This is long 

established practice. Our professional interest is quite rightly not how comments are delivered to 

us but their substance and that is what is most relevant to decision making. On this point also, I 

should not need to point out to either of you that your assertions implying basic numbers of 

comments is the most relevant issue is entirely wrong. 

 

5. You state that the portal is difficult to use. We receive the majority of comments on planning 

proposals through this route. As a responsible public authority keen to enable public participation, 

we also allow for written comments, as we are keen to ensure people have a range of methods 

which suit them to be involved in development proposals. We are constantly striving to improve 

these opportunities. Thus, it would be useful for us if you could be more precise about your 

assertion that the portal is difficult to use. 

 

6. You have employed the services of Big Ideas to encourage comments. They have been in 

correspondence with the case officer. Although at first Big Ideas promised anonymity to 

commentators, which is not good practice, they have now agreed to change this approach on 

advice from our case officer. Under GDPR, personal details are not published on our portal. 

Comments enabled using the Big Ideas service are on our portal. 

 

7. Finally, I note that you state clearly in your letter that this is an issue of national significance, a 

view that I would fully agree with. 

Officers will continue to deal with this case in a wholly professional manner and I believe our Director of 

Place Shaping and Town Planning is meeting your advisors imminently.  

 

Yours sincerely,  

 
 
 
Cllr Nickie Aiken 
Leader, Westminster City Council 

 


