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Re-discovering a collective interest in land and settlements 

Michael Edwards, Bartlett School, UCL, July 2011 

Caution: many people have commented helpfully on an earlier draft 
and I am working to deal with these in a revised full version.  For the 
purpose of discussion this July, however, I have set the whole text 
aside and written this new version which is stripped down to the main 
thread of the argument and minimises specialist language. As it stands 
it lacks illustrations, data, citations of the sources it draws upon (which 
are many, and nothing here is felt to be very original so I'm heavily 
dependent on other people's work).  Please therefore don't quote this 
version. 

Our failure in Britain to produce the housing and settlements we need is both 
a symptom and a cause of the failings of our economy and our society.  The 
aim of this paper is to map out the main relationships involved in this 
breakdown and to argue that we have the means to do something about it 
through a stronger collective approach to how land is owned and used.  These 
changes would not, of course, solve all of society's problems:  parallel changes 
would be needed in other spheres, nationally and internationally. But change 
has to start somewhere (or everywhere) and there will be grave penalties if 
we fail to deal with these land and planning problems. 

In summary the argument runs as follows. 
1. Since the late 1970s the world has been subject to a transformation in which 
profits and rents have captured growing shares of the social product, at the 
expense of the share going to the salaries and wages of the employed 
population. 

2. The world's total product has continued to grow as wages have been 
restrained and productivity has expanded.  This has always posed the 
problem of how the mass of products will be sold (to realise its value) and 
how the population can continue to realise its consumption expectations. 

3. This is what lies behind the growth of debt: consumption by households 
and by governments has increasingly been supported by credit.  And the 
advancing of credit in ever more innovative forms has in turn absorbed 
growing amounts of the swelling mass of profits looking for profitable 
investment outlets. Today's problems are shifted to tomorrow where they 
may or may not prove manageable. 

4. Inter-personal inequalities have increased: both inequalities between wage-
earners and those living on investment incomes and inequalities among 
employed people. These inequalities have reached unprecedented levels and 
continue to grow. 

 Those 4 processes have been shared among most parts of the world, certainly by the 
'rich countries' making up the OECD group - albeit with variations from place to 
place. The paper continues in relation to the UK because my aim is to demonstrate the 
specific form taken by the production of the built environment in Britain. 

 [ These developments reflect the economic philosophy known as 'neo-
liberalism', but the term is not widely understood and I am trying to 
write this text without using it for that reason.  Many of the processes 
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are summarised as 'financialisation' but that also is jargon which I am 
hoping to do without. ] 

5. A distinctive feature of the UK is the dominance of landed interests in the 
class and power structure of society. The Crown, Westminster and Grosvenor 
Estates (all aristocratic) act alongside modern corporate giants like Land 
Securities and British Land. The dominance of landed property has recently 
been reinforced by the unintended consequences of an urban planning system 
which protects 'countryside', protects areas of high amenity and gives 
owners—an owner-occupying majority in the housing system as well as 
hereditary, corporate and developer owners—a dominant say in how land is 
used, allowing private house building companies to build at the (slow) rate 
which best suits their profitability. The planning system and built 
environment professions have been largely co-opted into the service of these 
dominant interests. 

6.  Some of the money 'invested' in land, housing and other property 
corresponds to actual production or improvement of buildings and 
infrastructure. But in conditions of managed scarcity like we have in Britain a 
lot of the burgeoning financial demand works through into higher prices, not 
increased output.  (We can think of housing or development land as a bit like 
gold or like old master paintings where  the market value depends on 
demand, and bears no relation to the costs of production.) The more we 
expect these assets to rise in price, the more rational it seems to invest yet 
more money in them and that in turn fuels the price increases.  By its peak in 
2007 the market valuation of housing, land, utilities and other tangible real 
estate assets had grown to be 87% of all UK tangible assets - dwarfing 
machinery, vehicles, computers and industrial work in progress. This is one 
facet of an economy in which productive industry has been marginalised. 

6a.  An economy of this kind becomes impossible for government to manage 
using the principal regulatory instrument favoured in the present period: 
interest rate policy managed by the 'independent' Bank of England. This is 
broadly because the fostering of productive investment is deemed to require 
low borrowing costs while the damping down of housing and land price 
inflation is deemed to require high borrowing costs. Another way in which 
overall economic performance is affected is through the effects of high 
housing and premises costs on the competitiveness of UK producers.  

7. Various other factors have contributed to the upwards pressure on land 
and property prices.  One is the growing lack of confidence people have about 
their pensions and care in retirement. State provisions have worsened as part 
of the reduction of the 'social wage' since the 1980s and now seem vulnerable 
to further attrition. Employers' pensions schemes in public and private sectors 
have been coming under heavy attack as employers seek to buttress their 
profitability (or lower their costs) by weakening pension rights. And 
individual private pension plans have been undermined by some spectacular 
failures. In these circumstances it is understandable that many people have 
chosen to increase their savings in the form of house purchase - whether 
buying a more valuable primary home, buying a second home or larger-scale 
purchase of dwellings to let.  This merges in with the resurgence of the 
private rental housing market and the associated promotion by lenders of 
'buy-to-let' mortgage loans. It all adds up to a lot of additional money chasing 
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the available building stock, out of proportion to the new additions to the 
stock which it generates. 

8.  The demand pressure for owner-occupation has been backed up by 
rhetoric and policy from governments and by the dominant culture, 
emphasising this tenure form as the one to which everyone aspires and which 
as many people as possible should be enabled and encouraged to join.  This 
goes back at least to Margaret Thatcher's policies and is reflected in 
favourable tax and inheritance regimes, subsidies, incentives to marginal 
buyers and so on. In the non-residential markets, the UK has adopted the tax-
exempt Real Estate Investment Trusts idea and that seems likely to spread 
further into residential 'investment'. 

9.  Much of the appreciating asset value in the dwelling stock accrues to 
established owners, including those buying with mortgages, and for many 
people this can generate annual capital gains which exceed their salaries. The 
process thus became a mechanism like a conveyor belt or dredger - piling up 
wealth in proportion to how much people have.  Some of that growing wealth 
can be withdrawn to finance current consumption, some can be used to 
support children's access to the housing market or for other uses like paying 
university fees or care home bills.  It gives a specific dimension to the 
widening inequalities in our society.  It's not a new dimension because family 
wealth differences have always been part of our class system, but it's 
substantially new in the scale of its impact on life chances. 

10. These three factors (7, 8, 9) operate within the housing system.  There are 
parallels in the non-housing spheres where decisions about what to build and 
where firms (or schools or hospitals) should locate are increasingly 
determined by asset value considerations rather than by equality or user 
convenience, let alone environmental impact. Insofar as distributional issues, 
user needs and ecological factors are taken in to account it is only or mainly 
through the policies embedded in the planning system which are patchy and 
often deeply imperfect.  The impact assessment system in which many people 
had placed high hopes turns out to be a box-ticking exercise with very little 
influence.  And we have seen recently how elaborate financial engineering 
combined with historically low interest rates have engendered arrangements 
which put the very survival of enterprises at extra risk: we saw it with 
Woolworths in the retail sector and with Blue Cross residential care homes in 
the public services sector.  It constitutes a major extension and prioritisation 
of commodity relations into new spheres. 

10a.  A specific set of these social relations have become dominant in what is 
called 'urban regeneration'. Here property market dynamics are strongly 
determinant of what gets developed.  Although the substantial public funds 
applied to 'regeneration' are targeted at localities with high levels of 
deprivation, there are few mechanisms to ensure that the benefits flow to the 
most deprived people, rather than to the owners of land and property in and 
around the schemes. Increases in property values are treated as an indicator 
of success and a positive gloss is put on the ensuing gentrification while 
nobody tracks the losers. 

11. Furthermore prices commanded by land with permission (or prospects) 
for house building have grown faster and further than other land prices, 
especially in London and the South, and especially where expectations of high 



4 

Draft without citations: do not quote this version please. 
Comments are welcome at http://societycould.wordpress.com 

building densities have been raised.  This in turn creates huge pressure for the 
conversion of non-residential to residential land, leading to serious losses of 
employment space, informal and formal green areas and all manner of other 
activities.  The present government's proposals to relax the Use Classes Order 
to enable land in employment use to be switched to residential use will 
accelerate this process and reduce planning authorities' leverage to secure 
social benefits from residential developers. 

12.  The geography of all this is complicated. At the UK scale (just as within 
other member states in Europe) we observe big regional disparities in average 
incomes, wealth, life chances, employment levels and so on. Lagging regions 
attract investment only in the late stages of boom periods or where state 
spending on regeneration or infrastructure reduce the risks. These regional 
disparities are clearly tied up with the concentration in London and the South 
East of leading governmental, academic and business activities, the highest-
paid jobs and so on.  That in turn is linked with the 'escalator effect' whereby 
able young people migrate (at least for some years) to booming areas to 
accelerate their career development in the flexible and competitive labour 
markets and to participate for a while in housing price escalation (Gordon). 
At a more micro geographic scale - within the city and the region - land and 
housing markets play their old role of distributing access to the best 
neighbourhoods and environments.  But they do so in an intensified way as 
they determine access to the best schools and thus reinforce class inequalities 
and their transmission between generations.  Finally there is the geography of 
the housing behaviour of the very rich, strongly focussed on 'prime' 
properties (new and second hand) in north, central and South-West London, 
along the Thames and in certain prestige counties outside. All this is lovingly 
documented by Savills who point out that demand and prices reflect the 
purchasing power of global elites rather than domestic activity. We get hyper-
gentrification and a further strong contribution to land price growth - even in 
mid-crisis. 

13.  Social and physical Infrastructure has suffered badly in this whole 
process. The weakening and under-resourcing of local governments and the 
fragmentation of responsibility for infrastructure has undermined our 
capacity to provide the networks needed for new urbanisation or to make 
good deficiencies or retrofit established areas.  Even at a neighbourhood scale, 
where infrastructure provision is heavily dependent on Section 106 
agreements (and now the Community Infrastructure Levy CIL), it was hard to 
secure funding for good infrastructure even in the boom when developed 
land values of millions per hectare compared with farm land values of 
thousands. Now in the crisis those avenues are largely closed and the 
property press reports developer demand only for small, ready-serviced, 
sites.  

14. Working conditions in the construction sector must be intimately linked 
with all of these social relationships and I am not knowledgeable enough on 
this. We have known from Ball's work in the 1980s how construction labour 
relations, builders' choice of technologies and casualisation of employment 
were the outcomes of profit strategies in a volatile and unplanned housing 
market. The UK construction sector was notorious for its poor training record, 
unstable employment and high accident rates. Driving forces in the industry 
today are probably much as they were then though with a much lower public 
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sector share in production and with flexible supplies of migrant and posted 
labour from new members states. Architecture and the other environmental 
professions share in the insecurities of volatility and the frustrations of a 
production system which does so little to realise society's potential and 
harness creativity to that end. 

15.  The quality and standards of housing and environments have also been 
casualties of the social forces described here.  It is a commonplace that space 
standards in UK new housing are among the worst in the developed world 
and comparative studies of new neighbourhoods surely indicates that we do 
badly on the provision of public services, green space and environmental 
performance, at least relative to our north-west-European neighbours 
(Urbed). 

16.  Summing up: we have witnessed since about 1980 a connected set of 
relationships surrounding the production, use and trading of the built 
environment which does not work.  It feeds inequality, fails to meet 
everyone's housing needs,  gives us low-quality buildings at high prices and 
is part of what makes our economy uncompetitive and hard to stabilise. These 
relationships have operated in an acute form in the years 2000-7 and played a 
role in the 'financial crisis'.   

16a.  At the start of the current phase of crisis in 2007/8 it was common to 
hear people in many sections of the society insisting that the future would 
have to be different from the past.  Now, however, that momentum for radical 
change is being diluted and swamped by, on the one hand, a desperate 
grasping for any avenues of economic growth and 'recovery', and on the other 
hand by a resurgence of the extreme market-oriented values of the 80s. With 
political parties in the UK and elsewhere pursuing the wholly-mistaken 
strategy of retrenchment and further market liberalisation, things are going to 
get much worse before there is any chance that they get better.  The 
elaboration of alternatives is therefore a high priority. 

17.  All of this constitutes a strong argument for a two-pronged attack on the 
land problem. 

(i) We need measures to discourage the pursuit of rising asset prices in the 
built environment.  While real investment in new buildings and 
infrastructure, in upgrading and improving buildings and their 
environmental performance is all highly desirable, we need simultaneously to 
discourage those flows of demand which simply push up prices.   

(ii) We need land ownership and tenure arrangements in which the growth of 
land value when development takes place, and throughout the life of the 
settlements, is shared.  The right to enjoy this growth has hitherto been 
reserved to aristocratic or corporate or individual land owners, to developers 
and to those who have succeeded in entering home ownership - and at the 
expense of those renting housing or commercial premises. 

The rest of the paper explores these two challenges. 
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Damping property value growth 
18. Ending expectations of land value growth is a colossal challenge for a 
society in which it has become so entrenched. Among the available 
instruments are the following: 

(i)  Tax measures which tilt the balance of incentives in favour of savings and 
investment in productive activity, away from chasing capital gains.  This 
would mean reducing the tax privileges enjoyed by REITS on their holdings 
of completed buildings, capping or eroding the tax privileges of owner-
occupiers and buy-to-let landlords and so on.  Tax incentives would be 
switched instead to foster infrastructure and building investment, labour 
force training, energy retro-fitting, settlement reconfiguration and so on. 
Some version of "Schedule A" tax might need to be reinvented - where owner-
occupiers of housing pay tax on the notional 'income' derived (from renting to 
themselves, as it were) but could offset against this tax liability their actual 
expenditures on repair, maintenance and improvement. 

(ii) Extending the powers of public bodies and other defined collectivities to 
acquire land needed for planned development at values which would be 
closer to existing use values. This could be done quickly or slowly and either 
everywhere at once or simply in designated areas.  It seems probable that 
speculation in land and property asset values would slow down as and where 
the scarcities which it exploits were removed. 

(iii) There are proposals for a new kind of savings/mortgage instrument 
which would enable those seeking owner-occupation to choose whether they 
would simply enjoy the use benefits or also participate in value changes.  I 
don't feel competent to comment on this idea yet. (Sue Smith's work) 

(iv) At a micro-level within urban areas, part of the value growth which arises 
from people's housing bids reflects the desire to live in neighbourhoods with 
the best schools, views, access to services and so on (Cheshire etc). In a society 
with massive inequalities, these differentials are significant and can be 
reduced only through raising the level of provisions in the less-favoured 
areas.  This would need to become a priority in urban planning practice but 
would also depend upon radical change in other policy fields, notably 
education. 

Sharing in property value growth 
19.  I have so far been talking about land and property value growth in very 
general terms.  In fact we have to think of it in terms of its components which 
are: 

(i) general inflation in the economy being reflected in prices and rents; 

(ii)  across-the-board property value growth which stems from the aggregate 
scarcity of housing and other buildings - scarcity resulting from the restrictive 
behaviour of land owners reinforced by the protective behaviour of planning 
towards the countryside, conservation areas and so on.  This approximates to 
the differential inflation of property prices relative to general prices. 

[ Technical note.  This should be seen as 'absolute' and 'monopoly' rent 
in Marxist economic terms. There will be a technical annexe on this 
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point following (and perhaps jointly written with) Joon Park whose 
thesis explores these relationships. ] 

(iii) value growth resulting from investments in infrastructure (networks, 
schools, health services, shops) undertaken by public or private bodies; 

(iv) value growth as developments mature, changing from building sites to 
mature neighbourhoods with established landscape and social networks; 

(v) for new settlements, economies of agglomeration and scale which 
strengthen the local economy and increase local self-sufficiency, reduce the 
need to travel and so on;  (Moreno / Storper.... comments 

(vi) gradual elimination of the risks associated with any project, whether 
political risks or market risks. 

(vii) As the years pass these six elements will combine to various degrees to 
produce major flows of monetary and use value, much of which may be 
converted into money values.  That's in strong contrast to the one element of 
value growth which has been the obsession of public debate and legislation 
for 60 years: the initial development value uplift which arises when  
permission is given for land to be switched from a  low value use like 
agriculture to a high value use in urban development.  Granted that this uplift 
can be massive in many cases and out of it must come much of the financing 
for infrastructure in new settlements. But only in a boom can much of this be 
secured by negotiation since developers' risks are high at this stage and their 
cash flow is all prospective.  It's a very static view of land value growth and 
misses out on much of the potential of a more dynamic view. 

[ Could be an extended critique of S106, CIL etc here, perhaps. ] 

20.  The means for collectivising land value growth are of two kinds: through 
ownership or through taxation.  Both may be needed, as the Uthwatt 
Committee recommended in the 1940s.  Ownership strategies have in the past 
been based largely on state acquisition of land, followed by planning and 
servicing (infrastructure, common services, landscape) and subsequent 
disposal - either freehold (in which case subsequent value growth is handed 
over to the purchasers) or by leasing (in which case the potential exists for 
periodic or continuous rent reviews to capture part of the value growth in 
perpetuity.  Various combinations of these strategies have been used in the 
UK New Towns, in Canberra, in colonial Hong Kong and elsewhere. They 
have been dominant in the Netherlands until recent decades and also in 
France and Scandinavia.  In most of these places they have produced well-
serviced developments, healthy flows of funding to the public authorities 
running urban services and a strong incentive for these public bodies to pay 
attention to the commons, to environmental maintenance and a local public 
interest. In almost every case they are now in retreat as the ideology of 
individualised private profit has become dominant. 

21. It seems to me likely that society has allowed these great innovations to be 
unravelled partly because they were all characterised by a strong state 
control, weak local accountability and often rather rigid design and thinking. 
If we are to move again in this direction I suggest that we shall need to create 
a wide plurality of collective development agencies which can be accountable 
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to multiple levels of government while enabling very active local 
participation in urban design and management.  This is where the present 
paper connects with Bob Colenutt's parallel work. 

LVT 
22.  It would be wrong to end without a reference to Land Value Taxation. 
Much of the analysis above is similar to the arguments advanced by the 
advocates of a land value tax as a means for eradicating land speculation, 
capturing land value growth and encouraging the maximum exploitation of 
land.  I am opposed to it, however, for two reasons. Firstly, it is essentially 
trying to make the market work better: incentivising through taxation the 
maximum utilization of every piece of land without questioning the market 
itself or the way it assigns and distributes value.  Secondly, it requires a very 
particular kind of city plan - one which specifies precisely how every plot of 
land should be used, and at what density. Only on that basis can the potential 
land values be calculated and the tax liability be assessed.   That sort of city 
plan, however, tends to be very rigid, to be micro-management of the urban 
space of a most authoritarian kind - very different from the kind of multi-level 
participatory planning towards which I consider we should move. 

De-regulation as a panacea? 
23. Finally I should comment on the widespread calls for de-regulation of 
urban development through the weakening of planning.  In some ways this is 
a beguiling idea:  if we have a largely un-regulated capitalism, why not 
extend that to building and development because at least it would get us 
more housing and perhaps bring prices down?  It is not the answer, however, 
for a number of reasons: 

(i)  Land and housing scarcity are not just the result of restrictive planning but 
of the entire configuration of social relations, especially the behaviour of land 
owners and developers in trickling land onto the market at the rate which 
suits their profitability, or not releasing it at all where they have other 
motives. I am sure (but cannot prove) that planning de-regulation would not 
bring prices crashing down or even trickling down. 

(ii) The configuration of settlements is of enormous importance and the 
imperatives of global warming increase and change this importance. Homes 
and jobs have to be located in relation to each other, and trading off the real 
benefits of agglomeration against the adverse effects of over-concentration. 
There is no reason to suppose that a general de-regulation would produce 
such a pattern or help re-configure our existing settlements to perform better 
in environmental, social or economic terms. 

(iii) De-regulation would do nothing to channel resources into collective 
services, infrastructure or the commons. 

[ 22 and 23 could be the start of an FAQ section which would sweep up 
many points which could get in the way of the main argument. ] 

Issues not yet dealt with: 

"the city'  /  labour process in built environment / explicit references to 
class and class struggle /  


