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London 2050: Projected 
Areas below Water. 
(Data: Climate Central)
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Our concern
By 2050 most coastal and riverfronts worldwide will be under the 
water if we do nothing to change it. Clients, planning authorities, 
users are increasingly conscious of this and demand solutions 
that not only protect from the impact of rising levels of water but 
understand this as an opportunity to improve the relation of the city 
with water. London is no exemption, and a substantial part of our 
riverfront will be flooded by then.

At the same time, London enjoys one of the most comprehensive 
networks of canals, rivers, reservoirs and ponds. They enrich our 
city and are capable to manage the overflows. Running parallel 
to a hard infrastructure there is a soft, fluid equivalent currently 
underused and with great potential for development.  

There is a threatening side in our convivence with water but at the 
same time, the fluid element is one of the most powerful sources 
of design inspiration both at architectural and city levels. We are 
not talking just about urban strategies but the impact of water in 
buildings, how water affects people’s lives and the conception of 
construction and space.

There is also a sustainable angle to all this and an amazing 
opportunity to devise ways to improve the use of water, waterways 
and waterfronts and with that to improve the architecture coming 
out of it.

Why?

Our doubts
How serious is the threat of climate change and its impact on water 
levels? Is it really true that one fifth of the land worldwide will soon 
disappear under rising levels of water? How will this affect the 
UK and more precisely London? How should architects, planners, 
society in general react to this? Is there a way to future proof our 
cities and buildings through design? What is the new waterfront 
and architecture coming out of this? More precisely, how can we 
improve the relationship between London and the river Thames? 
What about the public spaces and buildings next to the river?  What 
is the role of a City Hall in a city that is flooding? The City Hall 
should be an example of this. In the absence of plans for new parks, 
could the river be understood as the new park of London? Could 
this be taken as an opportunity to improve not only our future but 
our present? Could this be the chance for a new London, where a 
new relationship with water is one of the game changers? 

Questions

High tides strikes banks of 
River Thames, riverside paths 
flooded near Kew Bridge. 
(Image: Getty collection)
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Our brief
Through the re-design of a public building next to the Thames, we 
will explore architectural and urban strategies to be both water 
resistant and water friendly. This is not just about how to react to 
the increasingly humid weather, or how to protect our riverfronts 
from the rise of water levels, but how to affect the conception 
of buildings through the interaction with the fluid element in a 
positive way.

The idea is to propose a vertical building so we can explore 
alternatives to the “walls” of high-rises being built on different sites 
along the river. A series of developments that because their autism 
to their privileged location or their impact in terms of density has 
not been generous with the city or successful in their relationship 
with the water.  

The exercise has many layers: vernacular, infrastructural, 
environmental, hydraulic, and energy savings but also urban, 
architectural and community oriented. It is in this singularity 
and complexity where we see the opportunity for an architectural 
discovery.

What?

Right: Thames Barrier, world’s 
largest movable flood barriers
(Image: Thamesriver 
sightseeing) 

Below: Bankside towers, 
Blackfriars, London 
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Our site, our building
We have chosen the South Bank at London Bridge for our 
experiment, and the redefinition of City Hall as the excuse to 
reshape a public institution according to the new rules. With its 
emblematic bridge, the skyline of the City and the presence of 
water since ancient times, London Bridge is one the most active 
waterfront areas in London. Yet, its design does not react to the 
tidal condition, does not protect from potential flooding, does not 
allow people to have close contact with the water, nor shows the 
influence of its waterfront condition. At the same time, the Foster 
and Partners building is an efficient but introverted building. 
No space for interaction is provided nor it takes advantage of its 
privileged location by the river. This is an opportunity to change 
that.

The immediate site is the one of City Hall, but the area to be 
rethought is larger as it includes the corresponding riverfront and 
the immediate surroundings. The final perimeter will be defined 
upon the decision of the strategy to be proposed.

Where?

Right: City Hall riverside walk 
(Image: Flickr)

Below: River Thames skyline
(Image: Dhunaaycorps)
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Our methodology
Our exploration will be multi-layered and will include:  

An imaginary trip to 2050 to explore the potential impact of 
climate change in London’s water levels.

From then, design for the present with an eye in the future.
Benchmark studies, UK and abroad in particular river and 

waterfronts: Varanasi, Venice, Fort Lauderdale, Dhakka, 
Ahmedabad, Madrid Rio. 

Buildings that embrace water rather than resisting.
The experience of water, personal and collective: use and misuse; 

problems and opportunities in an urban context.
Water history of London and the London Bridge area.
The limits of water management.
Redefining the brief of London’s City Hall in this new context.
Agora 2050.
Because of the three-dimensional condition of the site, and 

the potential of experimenting with water we will explore design 
through models, physical and digital, relegating the use of 
iconography to a second row.

How?

Water as infrastructure.
Architecture and water.
Architectural opportunities opened by the intersection between 

water and land. 
New ways of mobility.
Quality of water.
Energy production.
Increase of biodiversity.
Typological and urban evolutions to protect ourselves
Existing systems of water level control. 
London’s history of water management and its ambitious network 

of waterways. 

Things to explore and 
to be aware of:

From left to right: Chicago 
riverwalk (Image: Sasaki)

Granary square steps (Image: 
Kingscross) 

Miroir d’eau, Bordeaux 
(Image: David Barnes)

V&A Dundee (Image: RIBA)
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Initial phase: 29 November to 1st symposium, 13 December
Intermediate phase: 13 December to 2nd. Symposium/31 January
Final phase: 31 January march to 3rd. Symposium/28 February
Final hand-in: 14 march

Key Dates

Further 
Information

Suggested readings Participating in this DTT requires an understanding of the basics of 
the waterside of climate change and its impact on cities and people. 
It also needs some familiarity with technological innovation, new 
ways of fighting climate change and the latest in terms of urban 
policy. Ultimately, it demands an opinion on how this affects the 
current architectural context and the construction of our cities. 

The following bibliography will help us to build this knowledge and 
to get critical while proposing a new relationship with water.

Climate: A New Story, Ch. Eisenstein, 2018
The Unhabitable Earth. A History of the Future, David Wallace-

Wells, 2019
Design for Flooding: Architecture, Landscape, and Urban Design 

for Resilience to Climate Change, Donald Watson; Michele Adams, 
2010 

Taming the Flood: Rivers, Wetlands and the Centuries-Old Battle 
Against Flooding, Jeremy Purseglove, 2017

London UNDERWATER: Large swathes of capital will flood 
regularly by 2030 - expert warning | Science | News | Express.co.uk 
1 September 2021

UK Weather: Flooding in London after heavy rain - BBC News 25 
July 2021

London floods: Streets submerged again as torrential rain triggers 
more flooding | The Independent 8 August 2021

 

Water and Architecture, Charles W. Moore; Jane Lidz, 1994
India: Water Architecture, Stefania Rossl 2021 (Italian edition)
City Water Matters: Cultures, Practices and Entanglements of 

Urban Water, Sophie Watson, 2020
Weather Architecture, Jonathan Hill, 2013

Climate change / water

London flooding

Water, city, architecture
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London Water Supply: Being A Compendium Of The History, 
Law, & Transactions Relating To The Metropolitan Water 
Companies From Earliest Times To The Present Day, Henry Ch. 
Richards, William H. Christopher Payne, 2012

The History of the London Water Industry, 1580–1820, Lesly 
Tomory, 2017

The Lost Rivers of London: A Study of Their Effects Upon London 
and Londoners, and the Effects of London and Londoners on Them, 
N.J. Barton, 1992

The Bridges of London
Coastal Risk Screening Tool
London Water Infrastructure Map
London Canal & River Network

High Treason, Maurice Elvey, director, 1929 (Film)
2021 London Tall buildings Survey New London Architecture 

2021

Twentieth Century Town Halls: Architecture of Democracy, John 
Stewart, 2019

City Hall: Masterpieces of American Civic Architecture, Arthur 
Drooker, 2021

Reinventing the Town Hall: A handbook, Ben Rogers, 2004
Architecture of Greece, Janina K. Darling, 2004

Water management, London

Cartography of water, London

High-rises London

City hall / Agora architecture

E Velvey: High Treason 
Film. Wall of skyscrapers in  
Embankment as imagined in 
1929. 


