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7 October 2020 

Dear Mr Jope 

Open Letter regarding the reality of Unilever’s ambitious development plans in The Royal Borough 

of Kingston-upon-Thames (“The Royal Borough”) 

I read with interest the press release put out by Unilever on 2nd October 2020 regarding your plans 

to develop new high-rise office and residential buildings in Kingston town centre, bringing together 

2000 Unilever employees and places to live for 156 new households.  While the press release 

obviously put a positive spin on this news, I thought you would interested to know some additional 

information that means that, for residents of the Royal Borough, your announcement represents a 

cause for concern rather than celebration. 

Unilever is the first major company attracted to Kingston town centre under Kingston council (“the 

“council”)’s emerging policy to position large areas of the Royal Borough as a so-called “opportunity 

area”, a zone of intensive economic and residential development.  Under these plans, the council 

intends to double the Borough’s population and build offices for at least 5000 jobs in just 22 years, 

with huge growth planned in and around Kingston town centre. 

These plans are highly controversial: 

First, they have been pushed through against the wishes of The Royal Borough’s residents and with 

complete disregard for the steps that local authorities are required to take when adopting plans of 

this nature.  In particular, the council failed to conduct a Strategic Environmental Assessment (“SEA”) 

of the “Direction of Travel”, a document published in 2016 which forms the basis for the growth 

strategy for The Royal Borough that is now being implemented, and it did not complete a legally-

compliant SEA of the Transport Strategy that is meant to support implementation of the council’s 

growth plans.  An SEA of the council’s growth strategy was required because of the significant 

change in scale and location of development planned across The Royal Borough from anything that 

had been included in previous plans.  

Secondly, Kingston Town neighbourhood already suffers from a shortage of green space within The 

Royal Borough.  A Green Space Needs Assessment commissioned by the council and carried out in 



2006 based on the 2001 Census population for Kingston1,  noted the lack of provision in the north of 

The Royal Borough.  Nothing has been done to address this issue since then despite significant 

population growth in and around Kingston town centre in the intervening two decades and an 

increasing reliance on vulnerable natural habitats and ecosystems like Richmond Park Special Area of 

Conservation (“SAC”) and Bushy Park SAC for use as recreational areas.  

Thirdly, The Royal Borough, including Kingston town centre, has poor transport links and there are 

no concrete plans to improve them.  Kingston station is on a branch line that supports only four slow 

trains an hour to London.  Road communications suffer severe congestion. 

Forcing through major development on an area that does not have the capacity to support it risks 

destroying the social fabric and the unique historic and natural environment of The Royal Borough as 

well as protected historic and natural areas in adjacent Richmond-upon-Thames and the Arcadian 

Thames.  

The Unilever press release highlights another example: The Hogsmill River. The Hogsmill is a rare 

chalk stream that runs through the Royal Borough and supports a wealth of biodiversity.  The release 

focuses on planned “restoration” of the stream, albeit in the shadow of a residential tower block and 

a work hub for 2000 people. However, any localised benefits of any such “restoration” will be 

eclipsed by destruction to the Hogsmill River by the council’s wider plans for large-scale 

development along its valley.  

The proposed Unilever development could thus become the symbol for the destruction of a rare and 

important chalk-stream habitat as well as the undemocratically-agreed destruction of The Royal 

Borough. 

Are you really willing to associate the good name of your company with the destructive and 

unsustainable development policies promoted by Kingston council? I do hope not. 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Caroline Shah 

 
1 https://bit.ly/Atkins2006 


