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1. Introduction
Eight out of ten Britons think we have a housing crisis.1 There is a shortage of housing in the UK and it
is very expensive, in relation to salaries. The average London house is worth £400,404, more than eight
times the average London first-time buyer’s earnings—an historic high.2 The Cambridge Centre for
Housing and Planning Research (“CCHPR”) suggests that the number of households in England will rise
by a fifth in the next 20 years to 27m,3 yet we are only building around 140,000 homes a year. In addition,
the Empty Homes Agency suggests there are around 600,000 empty homes in the UK.4 We need around
250,000 new homes a year to house a population that is growing due to births, immigration, family
breakdown, changing family composition and longevity.

Where we build homes is important too. The CCHPR report suggests that two-thirds of the 250,000
new homes we need will be needed in the south, and around one-quarter in London.

The response of the Town and Country Planning Association (TCPA) is to propose a “new vision for
housing and the development of new communities … whether as part of urban regeneration or through
new garden cities”.5

However, in much of London and the South East first time buyers simply cannot afford to buy a home.
Without parental help few young households can afford to buy, and must rely on the Private Rented Sector
(“PRS”). For the first time in a century the number of households renting from PRS landlords has overtaken
the number living in social housing. Only four years ago around one in three 25-34 year olds were renting
privately; now it’s nearly every other one. This means that 40 per cent of the £23bn spent on housing
benefit goes to private landlords.6 In addition, longer term, the fact that an increasing proportion of older
people have no assets in which they can live or sell, plus increasing housing costs, will mean the costs of
pensions, care and housing benefit will have to be picked up by the taxpayer.

The Government knows that the housing shortage is reaching epic proportions, and the issue of housing
supply is finally becoming an important one for politicians of all parties, who largely agree that we need:

• More homes overall, especially in London and the South East;
• More homes for less well-off households; and
• Good quality rented housing;

All of which at the lowest possible cost to the Government.
To date, those who are disadvantaged in the housing system have put very little pressure on the powers

that be. It is possible, given the extreme circumstances we now have in parts of the UK, that they will
finally make a stand. Growing inequality between the generations, and between rich and poor, are being

1 Ipsos Mori: http://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/3129/80-per-cent-agree-UK-has-a-housing-crisis.aspx. [Accessed
October 17, 2014.]

2Nationwide: http://www.nationwide.co.uk/~/media/MainSite/documents/about/house-price-index/Q2_2014.pdf. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
3Cambridge Centre for Housing and Planning: http://www.cchpr.landecon.cam.ac.uk/Projects/Start-Year/2014/Other-Publications/Housing-need

-and-effective-demand-in-England. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
Also the TCPA: http://www.tcpa.org.uk/resources.php?action=resource&id=1160. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
4Empty Homes Statistics 2013: http://www.emptyhomes.com/statistics-2/empty-homes-statistice-201112/. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
5Kate Henderson CEO, TCPA, September 10, 2013: http://www.tcpa.org.uk/resources.php?action=resource&id=1160. [Accessed October 17,

2014.]
6DCLG English Housing Survey: Households 2012–2013: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/335751

/EHS_Households_Report_2012-13.pdf. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
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exacerbated by the UK’s unusual housing market. It could also be argued that the extraordinarily high
cost of housing here is holding back our economic growth.

In this paper I will look at what local planning authorities and registered providers (“RPs”) might be
able to do to make a difference.

2 Who provides housing currently?
The graph below shows the proportion of housing provided by private enterprise, housing associations
and local authorities.

(Graph reproduced by permission from Savills.)

3 What is necessary to encourage more homes to be built?
The elements that are needed to produce homes include:

• Land;
• Planning permission;
• Finance; and
• Construction.

Land is the key variable.While house prices went up 6-fold from 1983 to 2007, land prices rose 16-fold.7

This increase in the value of inert land is not due to human labour, but due to a combination of land being
a finite resource, demographics and low property taxes. Of course, the process whereby land becomes

7Danny Dorling, All that is Solid (2014): http://www.dannydorling.org/books/allthatissolid/Figures.html#5. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
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valuable is the granting of planning permission: Land plus planning permission equals value. Even without
the work of constructing and selling homes, consented land is normally more valuable than unconsented,
even allowing for the time and cost of gaining the permission.

a) Private sector
The private house-building companies in the UK react to the market and produce sufficient homes to
realise their profit expectations. They will develop their landholdings when it is profitable for them to do
so. Housebuilders and developers have produced around 150,000 homes a year since the early 1980s.
However, the credit crisis had a significant impact and this has held back development, in favour of land
hoarding. It is not realistic to expect significant additional growth to come from the private sector, but
this sector does offer particular skills:

• Understanding and meeting the needs of the private housing market;
• Creativity and entrepreneurial skills; and
• Large scale project management.

b) Private rented sector
Only around three per cent of London’s housing is purpose-built rented housing and most PRS housing
is still provided by private landlords. What about Build to Rent, where the Government is encouraging
institutional investors into the market at scale? Unfortunately there is still no evidence that this has had
any meaningful impact, two years after £2.5bn of Government money was announced. Because house
prices are rising much faster than rents, there is little incentive to hold housing stock rather than sell, and
in fact many PRS landlords are selling existing stock. Significant private sector investment in housing is
therefore unlikely, however, the PRS is flexible and available for those who cannot buy or rent social
housing.

c) Local authorities
Traditionally, local authorities have made up the shortfall left by the private sector, particularly catering
for those that cannot buy in themarket. Around 153,000 homes were built by local authorities in 1976–1977,
but when Margaret Thatcher left office it was 1,500 per annum.8 Local authorities have tried to start
building again but they lack expertise and confidence, as demonstrated by the small number of homes
being built—around 2,000–3,000 a year.9

While local authorities argue for more power to borrow and build, their real significance is:

• democratic role (as representative of local people);
• significant landholdings; and
• planning powers;

Development is not their key strength.

d) Housing associations
Housing associations currently provide around 30,000 homes a year—an important contribution, but not
enough. Bear in mind also that Right to Buy (now providing discounts of up to £100,000 in London) and

8Knight Frank, April 12, 2013: http://www.knightfrankblog.com/global-briefing/news-headlines/which-pm-oversaw-the-highest-level-of-uk
-housebuilding/. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]

9DCLG Live Tables: Table 212: permanent dwellings started and completed, by tenure, Great Britain (quarterly).
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the increasing conversion of rents to “affordable” levels, has led to a net loss of 35,000 socially rented
homes.10

The strengths of housing associations are:

• Development skills;
• Specialism in affordable housing;
• Potential to scale up;
• Relatively easy access to relatively cheap money; and
• Reasonable management skills.

4. How can we deliver a big increase in the number of lower-cost rented homes?
The private sector is effective at producing homes for the market. The area that needs most attention is
the provision of lower-cost homes for rent. As the market cannot, and will not, provide this we will need
a national campaign and collaboration between a number of key players. That campaign will need to be
orchestrated by Government, but it is essential that a national effort also involves the private sector, local
authorities (especially their planning function) and RPs.

Table 1: The elements of development and the contribution of specific partners
Nearly half of all land suitable for development is in the hands local
authority/ public bodies11

Land

Local authorityPlanning

Private sector/RPFinance

Private sectorConstruction

Local authority/RPManaging homes

The public sector has control of two of the jigsaw pieces: significant land holdings and the power to
grant planning permission. It is essential, if we are to respond to the increasing housing crisis, that these
resources are used for the public good.

I set out below what I see as the role of each player in the market.

a) Government’s role:
• Creating the mood music—a national housing campaign;
• Making public land available, through the Homes and Communities Agency (“HCA”) and

Greater London Authority (“GLA”);12

• Subsidising affordable housing through grant;
• Enabling/requiring the participants to work together;
• Removing barriers to growth;
• Investing in infrastructure; and
• Taking a long-term (and regionally sensitive) view for a change; say a 20-year settlement

10Financial Times: http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/4d9a68ea-166e-11e4-8210-00144feabdc0.html#axzz3B6Sh3jD9. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
11DCLG, Accelerating the release of public sector land - update, overview and next steps, October 2011: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads

/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/6237/2001846.pdf. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
12DCLG, Accelerating the release of public sector land — Progress report one year on, May 2012: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system

/uploads/attachment_data/file/6251/2140164.pdf. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]

How to Deliver the Homes that we Need OP81

[2014] J.P.L., Issue 13 © 2014 Thomson Reuters (Professional) UK Limited and Contributors



a) The uncomfortable truth is that we need a redistribution of wealth; £1tn of housing equity is in the
hands of the over 65s, compared to £100bn for the under 35s (i.e. one tenth of the wealth).13 Over the last
eight years the proportion of first time buyers getting help with their deposit has gone up from one in three
to two in three.14 Older people are also downsizing in order to support the younger generation.

Less well-off households will need to receive some form of public subsidy to help them afford a home.15

The multibillion pound Help to Buy scheme is one example, as is Right to Buy. These are Conservative
initiatives to help stem the decline in home ownership. But there are downsides to these initiatives. Help
to Buy may simply be helping to keep house prices up and may be holding back other objectives such as
Build to Rent, especially outside London. Some, such as James Meek,16 have argued that the Housing Act
1980 and the introduction of the Right to Buy have depleted the stock of social housing to such an extent
(around 1,500,000 homes have been lost), that millions of Britons have been pushed into the PRS. The
necessity of the taxpayer footing the housing benefit bill also redistributes resources from the public sector
to the private landlord, many of whom have built up a large portfolio on the back of this state support.

Much more is needed, especially for those without the means to buy. Danny Dorling argues that the
issue is not shortage of supply but inequality. He says: “There are more bedrooms per person in Britain
than ever, but too many are in mansions.” As rising property wealth enriches the majority of home owners,
there is a case for considering capital gains tax on homes, although this is even more politically toxic than
other solutions.

The Government needs to play the primary role in bringing about a redistribution of wealth. It must
use its own land bank (held on behalf of the public) which has accumulated value exponentially as the
house price index (“HPI”) has risen faster than inflation. In the 2014 Budget, George Osborne17 claimed
the Government wanted to sell £5bn of public land on top of £1.3bn raised through land sales since 2010.18

While this might help land supply, the real motivation is to get receipts into government. It is simply the
liquidation of the family silver or “disposal.” TheMayor of London, local authorities and the Government
need to find a way to use public land assets to produce huge amounts of public housing assets which go
beyond the short-term notion of disposal.

Sadly, althoughGovernment holds many of the cards, it lacks the drive tomakemoney [from servicesand
create social benefit. This is well expressed by Peter Vaughan, a director at architectural firm Broadway
Malyan:

“The vast majority of public-sector assets have long been under managed, resulting in the underuse
of valuable resources and poor facilities for employees and public alike … We also see plenty of
inefficient publically owned buildings that could be disposed of. This will release prime development
opportunities, clear up old dinosaur public buildings that are totally unsustainable, spur construction
activity to boost the economy and lay the foundations for better and more efficient services and built
assets.”19

We also need to consider why the UK lacks any real regional competition for London. The initiative
by George Osborne to encourage the great Northern cities to work together to provide this counterbalance

13 Savills research for FT: http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/5de50358-1a88-11e0-b100-00144feab49a.html#axzz3BVh2MVO2. [Accessed October 17,
2014.]

14Report from Halifax.
15TCPA report with CCHPR, New estimates of housing demand and need in England, 2011–2031, (2013): http://www.cchpr.landecon.cam.ac.uk

/Downloads/HousingDemandNeed_TCPA2013.pdf/view. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
16 London Review of Books, January 2014: http://www.lrb.co.uk/v36/n01/james-meek/where-will-we-live. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
17March 2014 Budget: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/293759/37630_Budget_2014_Web_Accessible

.pdf. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
18 Francis Maude MP, House of Commons, March 12, 2014: http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmhansrd/cm140312/debtext

/140312-0001.htm. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
19Financial Times, February 20, 2014: http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/ef844de0-9a4c-11e3-8232-00144feab7de.html?siteedition=uk#axzz3BVh2MVO2.

[Accessed October 17, 2014.]
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is admirable.20 There are significant numbers of empty homes in the North as a result of the depopulation
which followed industrial decline. It is still possible, on ordinary wages, for first-time buyers to purchase
a home in Sheffield, Manchester or Leeds. Council housing is also not impossible to obtain. House price
increases in London and the South East will only start to ease off when we start to develop competitor
regions. Any plan to revive and promote these areas needs to consider how the less well-off will be housed,
as prosperity rises.

Consequently, I propose that we use public land to achieve public housing, to provide for those who
cannot house themselves in the market, and to use public assets more productively. Housing associations,
as successful social enterprises, show that it is possible to achieve productive development and growth.
The resources historically invested in RPs to enable them to buy or build affordable housing have never
been harvested but they allow us to continue to provide for millions of people at below market cost. The
social enterprise model is a glorious invention. It is energetic and entrepreneurial, while using its assets
for social good.

In the rest of this paper I will suggest what more could be done by RPs and local planning authorities
to achieve this outcome.

b) Registered Providers’ role
Housing associations are ideally placed to create a step change in the quantities of homes supplied.
Registered providers are:

• Asset-rich;
• Long-term investors with a positive track record;
• Already developers and managers of homes;
• Expert professionals with a social ethos;
• Often well established in communities;
• Trusted (mostly) by residents and have existing relationships with local authorities;
• Cross-subsidising while creating mixed and balanced communities; and
• Profitable, with low cost borrowing.

Local planning authorities’ role
Where you live affects everything, from the quality of your education to the age you will die, from how
clean the air is to what sort of food you have access to. In addition to this geographical truth, human beings
are generally committed to, and interested in, the quality of their local area.
As the UK population expands we need more homes, and new settlements in which to build them;

otherwise we risk a reversion to Victorian housing conditions where families live in shared, dilapidated
rooms or travel for hours to work in poorly paid jobs.
Local planning authorities are ideally placed to facilitate this change because the planning process is:

• Democratic—driven by the public interest rather than profit;
• Balanced—the needs of all, including the poorest, are considered;
• Local, with an obligation to protect and improve the local economy, environment and society;
• Sets standards of design, sustainability, and quality of life;
• Protects human interests, and engages residents, through the development process; and
• Professional with a social ethos.

20Chancellor’s speech, June 23, 2014,We Need a Northern Powerhouse: https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/chancellor-we-need-a-northern
-powerhouse. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
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The public holds a paradoxical view: “we want more homes, but not here”; “we want housing to be
more affordable for our children, but we like rampant HPI.” However, as the reality of life in the “squeezed
middle” (young people with education debt facing astronomical house prices) kicks in, attitudes are
beginning to shift. For the first time in generations, rising house prices are only supported by 20 per cent
of the population; 57 per cent disagreed that rising house prices are a good thing.21

This means that local planning authorities are in a difficult position; they currently occupy a highly
contested role, between different interest groups. Planners attempt to be the honest broker between the
public and “greedy developers” in situations where the government wants development but the public
view is generally anti-development. The presumption in favour of development is often trumped by local
resistance. The largest companies, active middle class objectors and the best funded can campaign and
object. Neighborhood planning and new initiatives (e.g. the Local Plan process) have the potential to
mobilise and involve local people but, as Sir Terry Farrell noted in his review of architecture for the
government, we don’t have the education or tradition to engage with it.22 In addition, the Local Plan process
is complex and inaccessible. There is also an argument that few communities have a notion of what the
future may look like. The impact of technology on housing and workplaces, on transport and leisure has
hardly been acknowledged.We still largely live in Victorian-designed environments, but the world around
us is changing with the advent of the web and housing needs to keep pace. Many churches and public
houses, cinemas and smaller high streets are hardly frequented. How much longer will it be before most
offices become redundant as we work on the move or from home?
In a country with an anti-development mindset, planning is understood as a control function rather than

seen as the biggest gun in the war on housing need. Politics is always local and planning is always political.
With so much money at stake, private developers counter this mindset by often deploying experienced
barristers against relatively junior planning officers. The level of knowledge and authority therefore rests
with developers. While the principle of the public sector getting a share of the uplifted value created
through the development process is understood through the Community Infrastructure Levy, section 106
etc, the local planning authority is often swayed in practice by viability, competing objectives and
short-termism.

What can be done?
What is needed here is some alchemy. To take useless land and turn it into a social business that provides
affordable homes and a long-term income. This is the essential idea behind the “garden city”. A disused
gravel pit is given planning permission to become a city and the long-term gains are sufficient to incentivise
the private sector to pay for the city to be built. The redevelopment of the Heygate estate in Southwark is
being led by a developer who will produce good outcomes for the council, but the gains for the public are
considerably less than will be achieved on the Aylesbury estate where the redevelopment is in the hands
of Notting Hill Housing Trust (“NHHT”). In Aylesbury the NHHT will produce double the amount of
affordable housing than the private developer is committed to (ie 50 per cent of the units rather than 25
per cent)
We need a political response to housing need. I believe the Government should call in the RPs to work

with planning authorities to turn around degraded estates, unused public buildings and brownfield (and
polluted) land, and to help create garden cities. In my view, the obvious response is RP-led “Alchemy
cities” and “Alchemy estates” which will provide the quantity of quality, affordable housing that we need
if the UK is to remain attractive, liveable and competitive in the years to come. RPs are becoming more

21 Ipso Mori: House Price Rises are Not Good for Britain: http://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/3290/Public-House
-price-rises-are-not-good-for-Britain.aspx. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]

22The Farrell Review: http://www.farrellreview.co.uk/. [Accessed October 17, 2014.]
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entrepreneurial and have the investment capacity and patience to achieve the social outcomes that are
desired.

5. The Alchemy city
We haven’t had a garden city for almost a century, although we have had some fairly uninspiring “New
Towns”. The Labour government’s 10 “Eco-towns”, which garnered some excitement until the maps
appeared, were quietly dropped. In 2012, David Cameron made a number of passionate speeches about
new garden cities: self-contained communities surrounded by countryside. Two years later, like Labour
before him, the garden city is in the long grass. As AdamMarshall from the British Chambers of Commerce
said, “I don’t think any of the major parties have grasped the nettle, because they are too scared of the
electoral consequences.”23 When 3.3m adults (age 20–34) are still living with their parents, you have to
wonder why not.

Ebbsfleet in Kent is the only garden city now. Previously a chalk quarry, since the late 1990s it has
been seen as the primary south-east site for tens of thousands of new homes. But, unlike the not-for-profit
Letchworth Garden City, this is to be a private sector-led scheme. Land Securities, Britain’s biggest
property company, started filling in the quarry 10 years ago, and expects to take another five years to fill
it. The company has been granted planning permission for 6,000 homes. The first 150 homes are being
built, and a three-bedroom home will sell for around £250,000. A further 250 homes are planned. The
developers think that it will take around 10 years to produce 3,000 homes in Ebbsfleet. George Osborne
has promised £200m of investment for Ebbsfleet, but no-one knows how this will be allocated.

Instead of using private companies to deliver housing, a better model would be to identify
publically-owned land which could be given to a not-for-profit RP or RP-led partnership in areas where
there is a need for additional accommodation; say one hour’s commuting time from the capital, like
Ebbsfleet.. Working with people who cannot afford housing, local people, and with advice from town
planners and other experts, RPs could draw up plans for these cities of the future. It is our experience that
people who live in an area are quite good at specifying what makes communities work, but new cities
could include jobs, transport, entertainment, uncultivated areas, water, high and low buildings, opportunities
for education and leisure, and safe places for young children and older people. As organisations with
experience of developing, with a commitment to communities rather than profit above all, RPs can be
trusted to create long-lasting and balanced communities. We would not want to produce somewhere like
Stevenage; a place where affordable housing dominates.

The Government also talks about the electorally safer topic of brown field development in urban areas,
as many Conservatives fear that building in the countryside would cost them their seats. Let’s have another
look at the regeneration option.

6. The Alchemy estate
This idea is to produce a garden city in a city, say by redevelopment of an estate, such as Thamesmead,
or by decontaminating industrial land. In southeast London there is a 30-acre site where contaminated
soil from the docks was dumped in the Victorian era. At the time no one believed that the city would
extend that far, but it now makes sense to clean up the land and build homes on it.

What is the case for the redevelopment of council estates?
The core of this argument is the view that the segregation of the poor into estates amounts to a kind of

ghettoisation. The preferred model now is housing for a range of purchasers and renters which looks
harmonious and beautiful. There is also a desire to bring back the traditional street patterns in London, so

23Financial Times, July 29, 2014: http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/25a7b844-1725-11e4-8617-00144feabdc0.html#axzz3BVh2MVO2. [Accessed October
17, 2014.]
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that housing for any groups (gated communities as well as inward-looking council estates) is not segregated
or cut-off. Of course, the rising value of land in London and other thriving communities provides viability
for these projects. If 1,000 social homes are pulled down, and 1,000 new social homes are rebuilt, this
means we can create 1,000 additional homes for people to buy. These new homes will be more valuable
than council homes, especially in a rising market. The sales proceeds would be sufficient to pay for the
replacement social homes and create a profit for the developer. As the area improves commerce will move
in, and the area will become more valuable. I run an association which started in Notting Hill when it was
a notorious crime spot in the 1960s. Today the private homes in the area are some of the most valuable
in the world.

The Government set aside £150m to support the redevelopment of council estates in the last Budget.
This is clearly not enough to support all the regeneration needed, but it’s a step in the right direction.

7. What changes are necessary for RPs?
Over the years, Government has provided around £50bn of social housing grant to the RP sector. In
addition, it has provided a significant financial boost by allowing housing associations to be set up to take
on ownership of council housing at knock down prices. However, having achieved a position where about
a tenth of all homes in England are owned by RPs, all the Government aims to do is to preserve the status
quo.

In my view the HCA should now recognise that there is a housing crisis in England. When the amount
made in surpluses by RPs is roughly five times the amount of grant offered annually, we must ask how
we could get more out of them. The HCA should put pressure on RPs that fail to add new homes to their
stock each year, seemingly happy to just house those who are lucky enough to be housed already. If RPs
are bringing in the cash and not reinvesting in new homes, I would suggest that the taxpayer should be
reimbursed. Alternatively, those RPs that cannot use their assets should perhaps be required to transfer
them to associations who can make better use of them.

Up to nowRPs have used the public assets invested in them to grow into strong, successful, asset-based
businesses. I think RPs, like local and national government, have an obligation to use these assets for the
benefit of those squeezed out by the rapid increase in the value of homes. Risk-averse and complacent
RPs need to be forced to play a leading role in providing new homes. There are a number of ways this
can be done, such as forcing the vast majority of RPs (around 1,000 of them) which do not build homes
to work with the 100 or so RPs who are developing.

8. What changes are needed at Government, local government and planning
authority level?
Government, local government and local planning authorities need to:

• Accept responsibility for public engagement and use the democratic process to influence
views (a National Campaign for Housing).

• Take a role in active master-planning and preparing the ground.
• Plan to meet housing need.
• Site assembly with appropriate planning consents.
• Create a collaborative rather than adversarial vision, involving the local community.
• Build support for the idea of new settlements, densification, redesignation and regeneration.
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Conclusion
The fact that ordinary people can no longer buy a home of their own in the areas where jobs are plentiful
is a national scandal. However, we have the resources to meet the need, which is to provide an additional
100,000 homes a year. We will need a national campaign. We will need commitment and energy. We will
need to release public land resources which are unproductive at present. The involvement of the planning
profession is key, and I believe RPs are the vehicle we need to deliver this vision. However, a government
that is willing to set high targets and identify where new settlements can be created, and old ones
transformed, is the precondition for answering the question: “How can we deliver the homes we need?”
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