
draft 8, March 2011, not to be quoted 

m.edwards@ucl.ac.uk page 1 

Why Britain must tackle the land problem,  
not "get back to normal" 

Michael Edwards 
Bartlett School of Planning, UCL 

Contents / Abstract 
list 

Introduction and summary 
Comments on this draft will be very welcome. I would prefer that you 

don't quote it until it is more polished and fully-referenced. Furthermore some 
image copyrights have still to be negotiated.  

This paper starts with an account of what went wrong and led us into 
the present crisis.  The broad economic history is kept as concise as possible 
and the main emphasis is upon housing and urban development processes as 
both contributory causes of the crisis and as casualties. The approach in the 
narrative derives essentially from the theoretical approach of the geographer 
David Harvey (http://davidharvey.org/) and has been sharpened since the 
Northampton seminars1 by a very stimulating reading group at UCL which 
worked through Harvey's classic text The Limits to Capital (1982 and 2006) 
http://spatialfix.wordpress.com   These discussions reinforced my amazement 
at the appalling mess capitalism has got itself into and the importance of 
exploiting the opportunities of the crisis to make the future better. 

As Harvey says, the crises of capitalism never get resolved, merely 
shifted around from sector to sector or from place to place. In that context the 
aim of this paper is to reflect on how we can shift the knot of contradictions 
which has come to afflict our urban development process and thus seek a 
more benign and humane form of capitalism. 

Intertwined with the social and economic breakdowns we are 
experiencing is the ever-growing threat of environmental crisis and, while that 
is not the main focus of the paper, it enormously colours the way we have to 
think about urban development because the way we all live has clearly got to 
be radically different in environmental as well as social and economic terms if 
human life is to be genuinely ʻsustainable' and actually sustained. The global-
warming imperative is reinforced by the peak oil threat, most recently 
explained by Adrian Atkinson (2009, 2010). 

The argument in this paper can be summarised as follows. 
The economic crisis was partly triggered by a breakdown in the way 

investment in the built environment was taking place and the way it had 
become the focus of a bubble of rent-seeking speculation.  Its origins are 
deeper, however, and lie in the failure, since the 70s,  of personal incomes to 
grow as fast as output or as fast as consumption—the shortfall being made 
good by a boom of credit. All this became a specially acute problem for the 
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UK and the main thing people have been unable to afford is adequate 
housing: the pressure of demand for housing in the market, fuelled by many 
factors including credit supply, drove up the price of housing so that it became 
less and less affordable for more and more people. Despite booming prices, 
housing production stagnated and the capacity of public authorities to plan, 
equip and manage new development zones and regeneration areas came 
under increased pressure. Wealth was being created for land and property 
owners, for financial institutions, for armies of professionals in the market and 
for (some) individuals but the public realm and services were lagging while 
those who rented housing in the open market or had just started to buy it were 
increasingly impoverished.  

All of that had, by 2007, been clear for years but the instability 
associated with these worsening social relationships became universally 
apparent only with the financial crisis. The resulting recession (technically 
meaning that national output measured by GDP declines for 3 or more 
quarters) appeared to end in the UK and other countries but many of us had 
been arguing that the crisis was too fundamental, too severe to be overcome 
so lightly and that what governments were doing in response would ensure a 
long duration.2  Now, in 2011, we are well-launched into this long crisis. No 
problems have been solved and the challenge for urban development remains 
as before, though the conjuncture is a bit different and talk of 'recovery' is 
damaging, not just a distraction. 

Already, from late 2009, land and house prices started going up again 
because some people thought that the worst might be over and this led many 
commentators to relax and argue that we shall eventually get 'back to normal'.  
However it is the argument of this paper that the previous regime (which some 
people refer to as 'normal') was inefficient, unjust and unstable.  Thus we 
should not be trying to re-create those conditions but instead be moving in a 
purposeful way towards an altogether better way of doing urban development, 
including the production and consumption of housing and ways of financing 
shared social and physical infrastructure.  Most of this document concentrates 
on suggestions for doing just that and emhasises the wider social changes in 
income distribution, pensions and family strategies which will need to go with 
the changes in housing and urban development. 

The nature of the current crisis 

Origins 

Most of the flood of writing about the current economic crisis starts with an 
account of the growing indebtedness of households or of whole economies in 
recent years, triggering the 'credit crunch'. 

It is essential, however, to go further back and to look for the roots of 
our current problems in the last 2 decades of the twentieth century.  It was in 
the late 1970s and early 80s that the OECD economies began a long shift 
characterised by broadly growing profitability. Over the subsequent years the 
proportion of the social product going to wages and salaries tended to be 
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static or falling, in contrast to the previous decades in which the wage share 
had tended to rise. 

This changing picture is illustrated by the charts below for the EU as a 
whole and for individual countries (taken from the work of Christian Zeller 
20xx).  The history is very similar for the USA. 

 

 
This history has been important for a number of reasons. 
First of all, it has meant that, on average, workers could no longer 

increase their consumption expenditure out of current salaries, or not at the 
pace they had got used to.  This in turn posed problems for producers since 
the demand for products was not growing fast enough to match the supply of 
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output.  Here lies part of the origin of the credit expansion: it was the growth of 
consumer credit which enabled consumption to rise faster than the personal 
incomes of workers. This credit was for mortgage-based owner-occupation of 
housing (fostered relentlessly—even obsessively—by most governments), 
then as hire-purchase on cars and major equipment but eventually, via credit 
cards and personal loans, for consumption of all kinds. 

A second important feature of the falling wage share in GDP has been 
that the growing shares have been the parts going to profits and rents: 
producing growing masses of money capital needing to be placed where they 
would be profitable. The geography of these flows of money capital has been 
part of what we now call 'globalisation' with some areas of the world becoming 
preferred locations for investment in production of goods: China, the far east 
and some other countries with authoritarian regimes or low wages for given 
levels of skill - thus including formerly communist countries. In some other 
parts of the world the main emphasis was on natural or agricultural resource 
exploitation and rents on the ownership of minerals for which demand was 
growing - the middle east, Australia and parts of Africa and Latin America.  In 
western Europe the picture was patchy with some countries continuing to 
attract investment in manufacturing (Germany in particular) while others 
including the UK suffered industrial decline and growth in the placement of 
investment funds into financial services, land and property and the acquisition 
by financial interests of what were regarded as 'undervalued assets'. The 
strength of the pound sterling played a part in weakening UK manufacturing 
and that was a further incentive for investors to target property-related assets 
rather than industrial sectors or production sectors. Money did flow into the 
private construction of buildings and utilities, but as a necessary means for 
the realisation of rents. 

The UK experience has been particularly severe for at least three 
reasons.  One is that mortgage debt, and other personal debt, per person was 
relatively high.  The second is that the inequalities of income among British 
people had increased dramatically in the 1980s and has remained very 
severe through the 90s and since then (Wilkinson and Pickett 2009; Hills 
2010; Dorling 2010). Thus the affordability of housing for people in lower 
income groups is an even bigger problem than the average figures suggest. 
Thirdly the scarcity of space for development is especially tightly constrained 
in the UK by the containment and conservation practices of central and most 
local governments. 

The rôle of housing and urban development in the origins of 
the crisis 

International factors 

The forces and changes described above took place in most northern 
hemisphere rich countries, with variations. One feature of globalisation has 
been the way in which asset markets, including property markets, have 
become knitted together across the world. Thus the tendency for problems in 
one place to echo elsewhere makes it harder for individual nation states to 
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form and implement policies independently of each other. Neither the EU nor 
the G20 is effective at collective action to control capital and it could be said 
that the capitalism's power to govern itself—even in the narrow interests of 
capital—has not kept up with the instabilities brought by globalisation 
(Seabright 2004; Glyn 2006). 

The UK situation 

The UK has by far the most highly developed (in the sense of pervasive) 
investment property market in Europe. In other words a very high proportion of 
UK real estate is owned by investors and rented out to users, and this is so 
even though we have very little residential property owned in this way. Even 
with the resurgence of the private residential letting sector, only x% of our 
housing stock is investment property in this sense and only a small part of that 
is in the ownership of corporate / institutional owners. Thus most of the UK's 
huge investment property stock is offices, retail shops and centres, industrial 
estates and the like. 

 
Market relations and financialisation more generally were very highly 

developed in UK in the 80s compared with most countries—through 
Thatcher's pioneering with utility privatisation, outsourcing, PFI etc.  Thus the 
UK has a rather smaller pure 'public sector' than a number of other countries, 
e.g. Germany, Scandinavia, and is thus without such a large stabilising 
element in overall activity and jobs when private activity stalls. 

The UK has become a country in which land for urban development is 
scarce. This contributes to high rents, especially where and when demand is 
strong, and it is therefore very expensive to occupy buildings here, whether 
housing or commercial structures. The planning practices of the UK have 
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been focussed overwhelmingly on protection of countryside, protection of 
conservation areas and the minimisation of negative development impacts, 
rather than on urban or economic growth or even on securing decent housing 
for all. This is by no means a left wing view, being echoed by the work of 
Cheshire and his collaborators on residential and office markets (2002, 
2008a). Using the concepts of welfare economics they have argued that 
people in the UK pay heavily as a result of these supply limitations, through 
abnormally high housing prices and inflated costs of premises for economic 
activity.  Hilber and Vermeulen (2010) present compelling evidence of the 
extremely strong growth of UK house prices compared with other countries. 

 
The pressure group Centre for Cities stresses the severity of our 

compression within limited space: 'If the whole of England is a football 
pitch, all the built up land is the penalty area. Most of this is made up of 
gardens, roads, paths and railways. Housing would cover just a third of 
the centre circle. Only 1.1 percent of England is taken up by housing...' 
(2010) 3   
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Source: Centre 
for Cities 2010 
 

Three other particular features of UK practices are germane to the 
problems we now confront: (i) the growing reliance on planning gain (a form of 
taxation of development profits) to pay for socially-necessary infrastructure 
and services, (ii) the particular relationships surrounding the house building 
industry and (iii) the growing regional imbalances which see housing and land 
market pressures concentrated so strongly in the South of the country.  These 
issues are considered in the next section. 

Strengths and weaknesses of UK urban development 

Strengths 

The traditional British leasehold system has, for centuries, proved to be very 
effective as a way of protecting the long-term interests of investors in property 
(through the structure of the 'institutional lease') while, at the same time, 
giving these freeholders an incentive to take a long-term view of the need for 
good environments and services and the maintenance and management of 
estates. This is generally considered to be one of the reasons why institutional 
involvement in property has become so pervasive in the UK and why 
overseas investors have often invested in UK property. The great estates of 
London exemplify what the system was able to do in the residential field in the 
18th and 19th centuries.  
Leasehold development with public bodies as the developers and freeholders 
was a great success in the UK new towns, in Canberra and elsewhere in the 
Commonwealth.4 
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Bloomsbury Milton Keynes Canberra 

There have been undoubted gainers from some aspects of the 
unleashing and booming of property markets. Those who owned land or 
property including housing (or who bought at points when prices were 
relatively low) have gained financially through rising asset values and this has 
applied to both corporate and individual owners. Many owner-occupiers found 
that, in 'good' years, their capital gain from their dwellings exceeded their 
earnings from employment. Growing numbers bought additional housing to 
rent to tenants following the decontrol of private rents and the reduction of 
tenants' security in the 1980s. The rapid resulting growth of the private rented 
sector created new flexibility in the housing market. Migrants into the UK and 
between regions (including students) found it much easier and quicker to find 
accommodation than in earlier periods, though safety and value for money 
were often deficient and exploitation of poor private tenants became rife. 

Weaknesses in the housing system 

Some of the failings of the British system of housing and settlement are 
obvious, others much less so. This section is a listing in an orderly sequence, 
starting with housing and widening to take in other issues. 

British housing is extremely expensive relative to other countries. 
Cheshire (2008b) reports that "The most recent data in Statistics Sweden 
(2005) show new-build houses being 38 per cent larger in the Netherlands 
and 40 per cent larger in Germany than in the UK. In the Netherlands the 
price per square metre was 45 per cent less than in the UK."  

A US property advisor has recently published estimates of housing 
prices per square metre. While this focusses just on high quality residences in 
smart areas of the capital cities it is another indication that something is 
seriously wrong here, suggesting that our prices are second only to those of 
Monaco in Europe. 
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Market price of capital city centre housing per m2, 2009, US$ 

http://www.globalpropertyguide.com/Europe/square-meter-prices/ 
consulted May 2010. 

As well as having house prices which are high by international 
standards, and relative to incomes, the UK has a high level of volatility in 
prices: when demand grows, supply doesn't change significantly so most of 
the efct of the extra demand is reflected in price increases, and vice versa 
when demand falls. 

For those who benefit by having equity in their housing, it is particularly 
easy to raise loans to finance other forms of expenditure and many of these 
expenditures tend to be environmentally destructive, like long-haul holidays 
and the frequent replacement of consumer goods (Lawson 2009). Equity 
release may thus fuel unsustainable consumption. In other cases, equity 
release has been used, by those fortunate enough to be able to do so, to pay 
for care in old age, fuelling a niche housing market for richer people's 
retirement housing and residualising the collective provision of such services 
for everyone else.  Here we have another example of that strong strand in the 
neo-liberal project: the replacement of social forms of production and 
consumption by essentially individual forms.5 

For the losers in the housing system—tenants paying 'market' rents, 
those seeking to buy for the first time, new purchasers with mortgage debt 
and those excluded from housing altogether—the ill effects are familiar.  Many 
are impoverished through the high payments they have to make, others suffer 
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overcrowding and many become trapped in dependence on housing benefits. 
Wide gulfs have opened up between the housing which can be afforded by 
young people with parental help and those without. The affordability of 
housing in the UK has worsened substantially in recent years.  

 
Source: GLA Economics 2009 

A further important criticism of the system is its effect on people's 
working lives. All my life we have been looking forward to the prospect that 
economic growth would lead to a kind of plenty in which we would enjoy more 
leisure, meeting our material needs with a shorter working day or week or 
lifetime.  

We have achieved the economic growth but most of us have not 
enjoyed any of those benefits.  A major reason is that we have had to 
continue working just as much as our predecessors, not to meet our material 
needs but to pay growing amounts of rent and interest. Those of us who are 
tenants have had to pay rising rents; those who are owner-occupiers have to 
pay mortgage debts and, if we periodically increase our mortgages, we have 
to step up our earnings to do so. All of us, whether tenant or 'owner', also 
have to work more to service all of our non-housing debt. Our noses are held 
against the grindstone almost wherever we are in the income distribution. This 
constant pressure, combined with the insecurity of so many modern jobs, has 
a well-documented corrosive effect on lives and relationships (Sennett 1998). 
Thus, viewed in aggregate, this housing system has turned out to be a way to 
incentivise hard work and long hours throughout most of the population. This 
may be good for gross output but let us not forget the penalty we pay 

The inadequacy of British housing thus has many facets: inadequate 
total supply, highly unequal distribution of space among income groups, very 
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severe shortages of social housing to rent, low space and quality standards, 
severe reinforcement of wealth inequalities, bad environmental performance 
(of both the dwelling and the settlement pattern), volatility and so on. 

For those who believe that de-regulated private markets will tend to 
bring forward adequate supplies to meet growing demands, the performance 
of our housing development sector has been both a disappointment and a 
mystery—and thus the subject of research and of government deliberations, 
seen in the studies commissioned by the UK Treasury from the economist 
Kate Barker, now published in 4 reports (Barker 2003, 2004, 2006a,b). The 
upshot of this work can be summarised by saying that the shortfall of housing 
supply relative to demand will not be met without major increases in land 
supply. Cheshire, in cogent comments on the work (2008), is even more 
pessimistic, concluding that the affordability of housing could not possibly be 
even stabilised within current green belt, containment and density policies. 
Rising incomes and the high observed income elasticity of demand (for more 
and better housing space) will continue to drive prices up. 

 
Source: Barker 2004 ('RSLs' are Housing Associations) 

The mainstream economists' response has been to blame planning for 
the inadequacy of land supply—either the planning system as such or 
planning policies or sometimes simply the delays developers encounter in 
gaining permissions to build. (Ball 2010a/b, Hilber and Vermeulen 2010) This 
view has been the subject of some robust criticism from planners (notably 
Bowie 2010 and the RTPI) pointing out that far more land is allocated for 
development in plans than is actually developed. House building developers 
have renewed their criticism of the delays and costs they encounter in 
securing permissions to build and government has commissioned further 
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research on this topic (Ball 2010a) which in turn has been challenged for 
reaching unjustified conclusions (Edwards 2010). These studies tend to be 
fascinating reading and contain beguiling information but their limitation lies in 
their very limited neo-liberal problematic. All the social class relationships 
surrounding the housing market are implicitly taken as given, the behaviour of 
the planning authorities is reduced to a hypothesis that—seen as economic 
agents themselves—they are subject to the wrong incentives and that, if only 
the market could be made to work less 'imperfectly' all could be well. It is the 
argument of this paper that even 'perfect' markets in our society can be 
disastrous. 

We have reached an impasse in this debate and the way out of it is to 
broaden and deepen the problematic, the frame within which we make sense 
of it all. For this the foundations were laid many years ago by the same 
economist, Michael Ball, whose work is now part of the main stream. Writing 
in the 1980s (Ball 1983) he elaborated a brilliant account of the UK house 
building companies in which their practices were seen as essentially (for 
them) a rational way of maintaining profitability in the face of (a) the planning 
constraints on land supply, (b) highly volatile demand (which in those days 
stemmed mainly from fluctuations in the availability of mortgage finance) and 
(c) the specific characteristics of the building labour process.  Their strategy 
was to maintain large banks of land with planning permissions (or pending 
applications) so that they could quickly increase or reduce output.  They also 
adopted production technologies involving very little fixed capital equipment, 
product standardisation and an approach to labour-only and other forms  of 
sub-contracting which enabled their labour force to expand and contract 
rapidly, by-passing employment protection, training and safety law and trades 
unions. This set of inter-dependent practices was termed an instance of the 
'social relations of building provision' and that remains a powerful and widely 
used concept in the study of development processes around the world. 

Conditions have changed since the early 1980s and the analysis would 
have to be re-worked slightly but the value of the perspective is that it focuses 
on the social class relations and total social context of the housing production 
system. In the first decade of the new century developers have had to adapt 
to major changes in government policy—notably to the requirement to develop 
substantially on previously-urbanised ('brownfield') land and to do so at higher 
densities (Karadimitriou 2005). Until the crisis, they no longer had to cope with 
unpredictable rationing of mortgage availability, though some volatility of 
demand remained. They have confronted growing inequality of purchasing 
power among their potential customers and some new forces encouraging 
people to buy housing (like the encouragement of buy-to-let and the pension-
related motives outlined below) and the responses of house building firms to 
all this have been quite diverse in terms of the niche markets they serve.  But 
what their varied practices have in common is that they are all trying to secure 
their profitability primarily through skill in juggling (a) the costs of acquiring 
and holding development sites (b) the density and other requirements of 
planning authorities (including s106 demands) and (c) the prices paid by 
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various differentiated categories of buyers in an increasingly differentiated 
urban space.  

 A further complexity is the blurred boundary between public and 
private sectors in housing development: some housing associations began to 
build some of their units for complete or partial sale, while some private 
developers engaged in s106 partnerships with housing associations. Indeed 
in the thick of the crisis in 2010 a high proportion of grant from the Homes and 
Communities Agency (at least in London) is reported to have gone to Berkeley 
Homes to bolster such schemes6. It has not been in the power or in the 
interests of house building firms to lower land prices or to secure steady 
supply of cheap land and thus create conditions for mass-production of the 
dwellings which are needed: to do for housing what IKEA has done for 
furniture. And it is no surprise that society's most urgent housing needs go 
unmet.  

Alongside these failings of the market-based segment of British 
housing production we have also seen—partly as an aspect of the prevailing 
orthodoxy that everyone who can afford it, and some who can't, should be 
pushed into owner-occupation—the decimation of social housing supply. Kate 
Barker's famous chart, reproduced above, demonstrates one aspect of this: 
the total disappearance of council housing as an element in new production, 
and the failure of housing association output to replace the lost output. The 
other attrition of the social rented housing stock came through the 
privatisation of individual dwellings, of blocks and of whole estates. Hills 
(2007), drawing on the work of Holmans estimated that social housing 
represented 31% of the English housing stock in 1979 and only 18.5% by 
2004. The 2011 Census is bound to show a substantial further decline.7 

These complexities in how British housing producers behave, and 
especially how they are responding to the current crisis, are still not well 
enough researched. 

Standing back from the internal workings of the house-building sector, 
we also need to stress that the macro-economic effects of the flood of money 
into property assets, including housing, are also damaging. They represent 
the diversion of money capital which could be going in much more socially 
(and indeed economically) productive directions, swelling the apparent 
(fictitious) 'wealth' of the country while the stock of machinery and other fixed 
capital stock is eroded and becomes obsolete. 
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Value of tangible assets, UK, £m, 1988-2009, ONS 

A further feature of all this is that current expenditures on housing and 
other property appear in the statistics on income and give an illusory boost to 
our apparent level of national output when prices and rents rise.  The 
economist Fred Hirsch (1977) pointed out that in prosperous societies people 
increasingly seem to compete for scarce 'positional' goods, goods whose 
attraction is simply (or partly) that they are better than others, or better than 
other people's, and thus scarce. It could be the best schools, homes with the 
best views or any other privilege. But as the rich pay more for these things, 
their prices rise so people may be no better off relatively: 'if everyone stands 
on tiptoe, nobody gets a better view'. Thus part of our apparent increase in 
national income, year after year, comes from the essentially illusory growth of 
spending related to rising rent (the rising price of land and property). 

The observation that property prices and rents rise relatively fast in 
some cities compared with others (and especially in those which combine 
economic growth with scarcity of property) attracts more money from 
investors who speculate that the relative growth will continue.  It has been 
discovered that, in US cities, these trends acting over many decades have 
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been able to squeeze low- and middle-income people out of some cities: they 
simply cannot afford to be there (Gyourko et al 2006). 

Much of the money capital finding its way into the built environment is 
essentially financial capital—capital coming through banks and other financial 
institutions—and this process is sometimes called 'financialisation'. But the 
direct savings of individuals and households are important too and it seems 
likely that much of this personal-sector money is driven by anxiety about 
pensions.   

As employment has become more competitive and insecure in recent 
decades, so fewer people can look forward to a secure, adequate and 
inflation-proof pension at the end of their working life. While a minority of UK 
workers are in excellent pension schemes, the proportion is falling. Some 
workers were sold, or mis-sold, private pensions schemes which 
subsequently disappointed them or defaulted, and even the best private and 
public sector schemes are now often closed to new entrants or being diluted. 
For many individuals and families it has seemed wise to rely instead on 'bricks 
and mortar' for retirement income, trading up in the housing market in order to 
be rich in retirement and / or buying additional homes to rent out to others. 
The expansion of this 'buy-to-let' market has been aided by plentiful and 
rather indiscriminate lending, by some valuable tax privileges and by 
government enthusiasm. It all fuels demand, but not supply, and thus inflates 
prices in housing markets. 

There is also a holiday home dimension to this, with people putting 
their savings (with or without mortgages as leverage) into buying second 
homes. Where the homes are within the UK this contributes again to demand, 
but rarely to supply because many are in localities where little new 
development is permitted like the Cotswolds, coastal and landscape areas, 
exacerbating the affordability problems for people in those areas who are 
trying to house themselves on the basis of local wages and salaries (Gallent, 
Mace and Tewdwr-Jones 2005; Gallent 2007). 

The housing markets in the UK are thus important redistributors of 
income and wealth, impoverishing those lower down and channeling wealth 
and income so it becomes more concentrated among the wealthy.  

Part of that process is, inevitably, transfers between generations: within 
the property-owning classes older people are the ones who benefit while 
younger people are typically tenants or new buyers burdened by heavy 
interest payments. This intergenerational injustice and tension combines with 
the fact that today's young people have also had to pay heavily for university 
education and have poorer pension prospects, so reinforcing the 
intergenerational injustice. A recent book about this is by a senior 
Conservative MP (Willetts 2010). This exclusive concern with age groups, 
however, can be distracting from the primary class impact of the mechanisms: 
those who have wealth get richer, those who don't get poorer. 
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Weaknesses in the wider urban development system 

Urban settlements which work well are hard to produce.  There is no space 
here to go into great detail but what needs to be said can be summarised 
briefly. 

Good living areas need to be equipped with good services, ranging 
from schools and health services to green space, cultural and sport 
opportunities, shops, public transport, access to employment and so on. All of 
this needs investment and much of it also needs revenue year after year to 
pay salaries and operating costs of collective services. And as we gradually 
install better environmental management systems (shared transport, grey 
water treatment, re-use and re-cycling, district heating and so on) we find that 
these facilities need active staffing too. But we have come to rely on forms of 
urban development in which property developers construct dwellings, and 
perhaps some commercial buildings and then sell them, retaining neither 
rights nor resonsibilities. This form of development tends, obviously, not to 
make these wider social infrastructure provisions, or not comprehensively and 
not on the right timescale: many provisions come too late so that shops, bus 
services to jobs and schools are missing when new residents arrive.  It has 
thus generally fallen to local authorities to cover these costs from their own 
resources and/or to try and secure these provisions though agreements with 
developers under Section 106 of the 1990 Town and Country Planning Act.   

The prevailing orthodoxy of recent decades has heavily restricted local 
government spending and autonomy so direct council spending has been no 
solution:  even where funds for capital investment have been found, the 
revenue costs of maintaining services can often be insurmountable. 
Agreements with developers under s106 have been a cumbersome and 
patchy way of securing these services. Many localities have had to resort to 
these agreements as a way of securing some social housing (or at least land 
on which to build it) and they have not been able to negotiate everything else 
they wanted.  Even in London, where property values are highest, and in the 
boom years 2000-8, there have been severe limits to what can be secured 
through S106, as Bowie has shown in detail (Bowie 2010). The prospects for 
it achieving much in the coming years are even slimmer, with development 
close to a standstill and developers' profitability often reduced. Many 
developers are seeking now to re-negotiate S106 agreements to reduce their 
commitments. 

The other main shortcoming of the recent forms of urban development 
has been in terms of diversity of supply and configuration of settlements. 

The commercial development industry produces houses and flats as 
commodities for sale and it tends to address a very narrow range of market 
segments—segments which it judges to offer strong demand and good 
returns relative to costs and profits. We have thus tended to get a very narrow 
range of building types and styles for houses and flats (many of them aimed 
at first-time buyers, or old people, or people trading up to 'executive' homes) 
and an even narrower range of tenure forms: individual owner-occupation for 
houses and 99 year leases for flats. Rare are the experimental and diverse 
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building forms and even rarer are cooperative or condominium schemes with 
any shared or communal facilities:  these we only find in luxury 'gated' 
developments or in niche products for segregated retirement housing or for 
students (Williams 2007). One other factor which makes the UK system so 
monotonous is that it is next to impossible here to acquire a site and develop 
or self-build one's own dwelling—either individually or as a group of 
households. (refs to CABE, other?? Kauders 2010, Chatterton 2011).  

It is also now also clear that we need urgently to reconfigure our 
settlements and the ways we use them in order to help minimise climate 
change, to mitigate its consequences and to adapt to the exhaustion of oil 
stocks (Atkinson 2009, 2010). The configuration issue is crucial because 
transport contributes such a large and growing proportion of emissions.  
Banister (2007) estimates that domestic transport contributed 27% of UK 
emissions of greenhouse gases and 29% of CO2 in 2005 and since almost all 
transport runs on fossil fuels it is a sector hugely vulnerable to exhaustion of 
the world's oil reserves and to the price rises which will lead up to it. 

Various kinds of change will be necessary and are to some extent 
under way: the development of more fuel-efficient vehicles and conversion to 
non-fossil fuels will help. But a lot of the change will have to come from 
measures which reduce the volume of freight movement, the quantity of 
passenger travel and the use of mechanical modes, especially private cars. 
But in the UK we have a very car-dependent combination of our settlement 
pattern and the ways we use it.  Households make journeys to work, for 
education, shopping, leisure and other purposes. Trips per person have been 
stable at about 1000 per year for many years but our trips are tending to get 
longer on average (Banister 2007) and a very high proportion are made by car 
except in some very special cases like work trips to the centres of major cities, 
especially London.  

The necessary quantum change will require us to switch to jobs nearer 
home and homes nearer jobs or to working at (or near) home more often.  But 
work trips are only about 20% of the total so many other travel patterns will 
have to change too. To this end we need to ensure that our new settlements 
are conducive to minimum travel and can be effectively enjoyed without much 
use of the car. And we shall have to reconfigure activities in existing cities so 
that less travel, especially car travel, is generated or indeed necessary. I have 
written elsewhere about how changes in this direction might be implemented 
in Milton Keynes (Edwards 2001). 

This is a planning challenge which has hardly yet been tackled other 
than through a generalised and rather un-scientific espousal of higher 
densities and mixed uses as panaceas. The current (pre-crisis) output of the 
housing system makes next to no contribution to this change in urban 
configuration or usage. This is partly because we have no agencies with the 
power, responsibilities and resources to plan for such developments, let alone 
implement them. The Milton Keynes South Midlands 'growth area' designated 
by the previous government perhaps came closest, the Thames Gateway 
could have gone well or badly (Edwards 2008) but now seems bound to be a 
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lamentable failure and both have now had their political backing and paltry 
resources swept away. In most of England all we had was some very modest 
housing supply targets set by weak undemocratic regional agencies and 
allocations in Development Plans which, at best, were intended to maintain 
past levels of housing output. The combined effects of these past practices 
were never going to produce a step-change in housing supply, nor (even 
where the term 'eco-town' was used) were they structured in a way which 
could have tackled the environmental imperatives for local or regional 
configuration.8 

 Weaknesses in the system: summing up 

How can it be that, on the one hand, we have an extremely 'high-value' built 
environment and its value has mushroomed in recent decades, generating 
massive profits and capital gains (rents) while, on the other hand many of us 
are inadequately housed, space standards are low, value for money poor, 
funds for social and physical infrastructure and services can't be found and 
the environmental performance of the resulting settlement pattern is sub-
standard?  It is a dreadful paradox, a severe contradiction. 

Put like this, however, it is clear that the problem could be solved.  
There is lots of money being spent on housing and more of it could go on 
what we need, less be distributed as profits and capital gains / rents. How that 
could it be done is the subject of the rest of the paper.  The future has to be 
made better than the past. 

However there does appear to be a substantial threat that governments 
will try to revert to the old status quo. In some ways that is understandable:  
they want to see the construction sector busy again; they want to reassure the 
owner-occupying majority in the population that their asset values will recover, 
wipe out any negative equity and get them back on course to accumulate 
family fortunes. So far this paper has argued that 'back to normal' is 
regressive, inefficient and dangerous. Now we consider what to do. 

What is to be done? 
We are in a situation where voters in Britain, and indeed across much of 
Europe, seem to be supporting governments wedded to neo-liberal ideas, 
perhaps in the hope of regaining the familiar conditions of pre-crisis times. In 
most parts of Europe we no longer have substantial political parties which can 
crystallise alternatives to the prevailing neo-liberal orthodoxy (Anderson, 
2009, Swyngedouw 2009). However that status quo ante to which our neo-
liberal leaders seek to return produced severe injustices, environmental 
degredation and, even for those who gained materially, a great deal of 
turbulence, cost and stress. There may thus be a situation in which we can re-
think and re-design aspects of social life on the basis of what Marcuse (2010) 
calls an 'alliance of the disposessed and the disappointed'. This may not 
simply be a matter of left / right, as Grayson and Rutherford argue (2010). 

The long term goal of our project should be to figure out ways of 
organising, financing and managing the supply of land and infrastructure for 
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genuinely 'sustainable' development, pursung the growth of human 
satisfactions without growth of environmental damage and reversing the 
shocking growth of inequality which continues to afflict us. Alongside this 
rather lofty, long-term, perspective is the need to explore mechnisms and 
experiments which could bring us gains right away: ways of re-starting 
housing production to meet urgent needs, ways to divert the growth of asset 
values (where we can't halt them) into paying for technical and social 
infrastructure, transforming environmental performance, and so on.  It will not 
all be experimental, either.  As I have argued above, Britain has some good 
past experience to fall back on in the history of leasehold estates, the new 
towns and so on.  Bowie (2010 in progress) in reviewing the post-crisis 
recovery record of British governments since the late 19th century finds much 
to learn from. And there is a lot to learn from other countries. 

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows.  It begins with the 
most long-run and radical changes which could be envisaged. It then works its 
way through a series of increasingly pragmatic, intermediate proposals and 
possibilities, ending up with some comments on the coalition government's 
current proposals. 

I make no apology for starting with 'unrealistic' possibilities. As 
Marcuse said recently, when criticised for making pragmatic political 
compromises which seemed at odds with the conclusions of his critical urban 
analysis, 'It is crucial to get the theoretical analysis right first. Then you can go 
on and make practical small reforms. The thing to avoid is letting short-run 
matters of political feasibility inhibit the analysis.' [my paraphrase - needs 
checking and referencing - M.E.] 

Some basic principles 
It would be wrong to argue that land and housing problems are the root cause 
of the problems in society. What is fundamentally wrong is the high rates of 
exploitation in the world: the worsening balance of power between capital and 
labour. If that set of relationships can be changed then many of our land and 
housing problems will recede.  Markets, after all, are a good way to organise 
exchange providing that the power balances between buyers and sellers, and 
among buyers, are acceptably fair. The core problem is in the way labour 
markets develop and change and that is beyond the scope of this paper.  It 
may be for the next future. 

In the mean time we should be looking for reforms which have the 
following characteristics; 

1. reducing the role of land value appreciation in investor behaviour 
and in household strategies; 

2. increasing the flow of investment into the physical fabric and into 
revenue support of the built environment (as part of a wider switch towards 
productive investment in real capacity in our economies); 

3. raising the productivity and wages of low- and middle-income 
workers; narrowing differentials of earnings and wealth; 
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4. re-thinking pension arrangements. All pensions represent transfers 
from current workers to former workers and we are suffering from a particulaly 
dysfunctional system whereby these transfers have become mediated through 
funded schemes and thus dependent on flows of profit, rents and asset 
appreciation in financial markets. 

Public ownershp of land 
The wholesale public ownership of land could enable us to remove the 
ownership barriers to development and thus (perhaps gradually) remove the 
absolute scarcities (and absolute rents) which constitute such a major part of 
our problem (Park 2011 forthcoming). Markets in leases (or generally the 
rights to use and occupy land) would then come to reflect differentials in 
accessibility, service quaility, environment, agglomeration benefits and so on. 
That in turn would focus attention on the need to evaluate these differentials 
carefully and consider which differences are pernicious and which are 
perfoming some useful roles. Difference in the quality of schools is a clear 
example of a pernicious differential (Cheshire ) and differences in regional 
employment prospects might also be judged as negative. 

In speaking of something so unfashionable as public ownership of land 
it is helpful to elaborate on three related issues: 

(i) 'public' need not mean we have one huge national land-owning 
commission. A whole variety of forms are possible.  Regional or sub-regional 
entities could hold ownerships and manage the flow of sites into development 
- provided that they covered areas large enough to be able to analyse and act 
upon estimates of occupier needs9. Within such a framework quite small 
(town-scale or neighbourhood scale) entities could be the custodians and 
estate managers of their territories. This connects with Bob Colenutt's work on 
development trusts.   

(ii) The idea can be applied selectively to small territories, as was done 
in the UK for the development of New Towns.  Hugh Stretton long ago pointed 
out that it would be politically essential to target rural areas in order to escape 
from the strongest NIMBY forces by minimising amenity impacts on 
established settlements (Stretton 1976). 

(iii) It is worth pointing out that collective land ownership has been 
effective in a very wide variety of political contexts, ranging from authoritarian 
city states (Singapore, colonial Hong Kong) to City Councils (Amsterdam, 
Helsinki) to smaller self-governing towns as envisaged by the pioneers of the 
garden cities (modern examples?) and many Dutch towns (Urbed 2011, 
Needham) 

Taxation-based strategies 
One possible approach to land problems has always been through taxation—
either of profits, rents and capital gains (taxed as income to the recipients) or 
taxation of properties or sites or of the one-off development gain associated 
with new developments or changes of use.  There is no space here for a full 
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review of all these taxation systems but our current predicament prompts the 
following . 

UK practice has been dominated by attempts to capture, through 
various forms of taxation (usually disguised with other names) of the initial 
development gains.  In the UK these gains can be huge since our restrictive 
planning system and all the surrounding property rights lead to very high 
market prices for development land (millions or tens of millions of pounds per 
hectare) while the same land restricted to agricultural use will have relatively 
negligible value (less than £10,000 per hectare).  It is this type of gain which 
has been subject to taxation under successive short-lived Acts of Parliament 
in 1947, the 1960s and 70s, and which now forms the basis for s106 
agreements and for the Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) introduced by 
the last Labour government and retained by the coalition. These forms of 
taxation have usually been politically controversial, they produce radically 
different yields in different parts of the country and the current form—the 
negotiated s106 agreement—comes seriously unstuck in a crisis.  
Furthermore all are taxes simply on new development projects: they do not 
collect any of the rent or capital value growth in the 98-99% of the built 
environment which we inherit from previous years. 

Part of what we need is a more dynamic approach to capturing or 
sharing the market value in urban development. Any urban development is a 
long slow process.  Even for a household building its own house on a serviced 
plot of land, a year or two are required before it can be enjoyed as a finished 
residence. For larger developments, longer times normally have to elapse 
between initiation and completion. In the case of the entire new towns which 
were built in the UK in the post-war decades, it often took decades before the 
initial heavy investments were producing significant benefits and financial 
returns (Lichfield and Wendt 1969). 

In general, that is, urban developments mature and grow their value 
over time - whether we see this in terms of use values or from an exchange 
value (money) point of view. There are distinct reasons for this: (i) 
infrastructures only slowly come to be fully used, (ii) muddy construction sites 
gradually become mature landscapes (iii) services start up and grow and 
larger populations support better services. (iv) There should be agglomeration 
benefits in the maturing local economy. And if (v) we view this in financial 
terms, then there will be some reflection of general inflation in the economy 
and (vi) of any differential inflation in property prices and rents.  
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Diagrammatic development project: net revenues are negative in the early years and 
then build up positively. Income is assumed to grow at 1% per year (left) and 5% per 
year (right) 

My point here is that although big gains in asset value do accrue to 
developers' balance sheets when they get planning permission—especially if 
it is permission to change from agriculture to another use—they have to 
realise these gains, often over quite long periods. Attempts to capture rents 
for collective purposes should focus as much, or more, on sharing the growth 
of values over time as on the initial development gain. Annual taxes or 
leaseholds or equity-sharing schemes may thus be a better answer than 
relying purely on initial development gain, as s106 and CIL does.  

Best of all, such an approach could capture value growth from the 
whole of the stock of the nation's buildings. This could happen either gradually 
as more new projects were being built under these new terms or immediately 
if some sort of land value tax (LVT) were introduced to replace other taxes, as 
proposed by the followers of Henry George, or if the local property tax system 
were reformed to capture continuous growth in values10. 

There is clearly a great appeal in the Georgist LVT ideas. There are 
even periodic rumours that LVT is favoured by ministers within the UK 
coalition. Much of the argument for taxation of site values is similar to the 
argument I have developed in this paper and if the UK switched to this sort of 
tax to replace some others it might indeed bring forward more land for 
development, damp down land price escalation and (depending what it 
replaced) produce more progressive outcomes.  However we should note that 
it works through the market and would in some ways intensify the market 
pressures on land development and use.  Specifically, it works by charging an 
annual tax on the value estimated for the most profitable and intense 
permitted use of each site (whether the site is in that use or not, and whether 
or not it is developed to the maximum permitted intensity). For that to be 
feasible we would need to have a very different kind of planning system, one 
which specified precisely the permtted use and maximum density for every 
plot of land: the kind of zoning system common in many European countries 
and the USA. That is in many ways the opposite of what we have been doing 
for 60 years. When we do set up density controls we fail to enforce them and 
Bowie has shown how more than half the housing permissions given in the 5 
years folloing the London Plan's introduction of permitted density rnages 
exceed the permitted maxima.11 

Do we actually want this sort of market discipline, in which everyone 
would be under continuous pressure to maximise the use of their site, moving 
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away (and evicting ther tenants) if something more lucrative could replace 
them?  Wouldn't it acellerate gentrification and market-driven segregation? 
We should discuss the merits and demerits of LVT and, at the moment, I don't 
have a clear position about it. 

On the taxation issues we need a careful inventory of all relevant taxes 
and the scope for adjusting the exemptions, conditions and the mix of taxes in 
order to achieve our objectives, principally (i) fostering real investment in the 
building stock (ii) discouraging anything which enhances effective demand for 
property (without augmenting supply) and thus inflates land prices. This 
analysis would need to cover VAT, inheritance and gift taxation, capital gains 
tax, corporation tax and the detailed operation of the Real Estate Investment 
Trusts (REITS). One almost-forgotten and abandoned form of taxation was 
Britain's Schedule A tax which was a tax on the imputed rent of owner-
occupiers, against which they were permitted to set their actual expenditures 
on maintenance and certain improvements. 

Managing the land market: diverse considerations 

Change in economic structure 
Insofar as public policy and citizens' and business behaviour can reduce the 
flow of money capital into the pursuit of asset values (rent-seeking behaviour) 
we should see more genuine investment in productive economic activity—in 
the production of goods and services including housing. This is not simply a 
call for a revival of the manufacturing sector. The manufacturing / service 
distinction is anyway less and less meaningful:  as Gough points out, a meat 
pie made in a factory is manufacturing; made in a restaurant it is service 
(2003). But undoubtedly manufacturing will be among the sectors which 
benefit when the cost of premises falls and when staff can house themselves 
to a high standard at affordable costs. 

From an urban development point of view the tempting prospect is of a 
future in which more of what we spend on housing actually goes on 
construction, less of it on land price (rent). One outcome of that would be that 
the developers who succeed would be ones who had good products, the best 
designs and the best value for money—not the ones who are best at 
managing land acquisitions and disposals and negotiating permissions with 
reluctant and cash-strapped council. 

Non-tax approaches to land and collective service provisions 
Rescuing residential leasehold development from its near-abolition. 

Devising forms of ground rent review which share value growth 
between leaseholder and freeholder (NL experience useful) 

Some ambitious visions. MKSM / Oxford / Cambridge and so on. 
Making urban development so good that people want it near them 
Designing settlements to have the maximum amount of "edge" - the 

opposite of infilling. 
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Comments on coalition proposals 
Incentives on planning authorities - comments on NHB, Hilber etc 

Research proposals 

to do 
reminders:  Whitehead  
 

 

Another house being delivered by tug 
to a district of floating houses at 

Ijburg, Amsterdam, from a factory 120 
km away. Author's photo. 

 
                                            

1 This paper arises from an invitation to take part in an innovative seminar 
series at the Institute of Urban Affairs of the University of Northampton which 
brought together people from the surrounding public authorities, developers 
and business people with leaders and experts from within the University in 
2007/8. The aim was to reflect urgently on how the area could move forward 
in the light of the breakdown of the urban development mechanisms on which 
this dynamic part of England had been basing its growth strategy – itself part 
of the 'Sustainable Communities' strategy of the British Labour Government. 

The quest for ways of developing the settlements which the country 
needs is of paramount importance in itself but can and should also form part 
of an economic recovery plan through which the next phase of history can 
begin for the region, for England and the wider world. The Northampton 
seminars were remarkable in demonstrating the strength of shared ambition 
for some new thinking on these issues and the willingness of participants from 
all kinds of organisations and political positions to consider new possibilities. 
The experience was also a personal pleasure since I was born in 
Northampton and worked as a young economist and planner on the new town 
master plans for Peterborough and Milton Keynes while following the parallel 
expansion of Northampton (also under the New Towns Act) through the 
experience of my parents who were active citizens of the town. 

My short talk given in 2007 was summarised briefly in the seminar 
report (ref seminar report) and I was asked to elaborate and update it. This 
paper thus supercedes that earlier talk. It also now reports on further work, 
supported by a Fellowship from the Leverhulme Trust under the title Restoring 
collective interest in urban development. This project runs alongside a similar 
grant to Dr Bob Colenutt on the subject of Community-led Property 
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Development. Details and progress on both parts of the project are reported 
on the web site http://societycould.wordpress.com 
2 The Just Space Network, Drew Stevenson, David Fell and I have argued 
that, in this crisis, the 2009 draft London Plan was not fit for purpose. It seems 
likely, however, that a 'back to normal' fantasy will prevail. 
(http://justspace2010.wordpress.com) 
3 My attention was drawn to this by Drummond Robson, who quotes the 
source "...In recent years, the cost of land for development has rocketed and 
homes remain unaffordable.	  If we don't build enough houses this risks 
choking off economic growth in our most dynamic cities, preventing the 
workforce from moving to where jobs can be found and where incomes are 
high, ultimately curbing national economic growth."  I don't want to suggest 
that Drummond would subscribe to my interpretation of the causes and 
context, but we certainly agree that there is plenty of undeveloped land in 
England, the 'scarcity' being a figment of imagination or of vested interests. 	  
4 A second sphere of British achievement could be said to have been the 
scale and, in some cases, good design quality of the best of the urban 
renewal activity in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, mainly enabled by 
restrictive policy towards development on green field sites and with public 
initiatives and subsidies through City Challenge, the Single Regeneration 
Budget and so on. However the failngs of this 'regeneration' process are 
increasingly being acknowledged in evaluations of their social impacts, space 
standards and design qualities (Punter 2010, Colomb 2007, Imrie, Lees and 
Raco 2009, Hatherley 2010).  
5 For a good discussion of these issues in an urban context see Jamie Gough 
( 
6 Talk by David Lunts, HCA director for London, LSE, Feb 2011. 
7 Exchanges in the recent London Plan Examination in Public revealed a 
further source of loss to the usable council housing stock: the large number of 
dwellings emptied and then either boarded up or demolished pending 
demolition. In a few cases this has been part of direct replacement of worn out 
council housing by new housing association housing.  More often it is part of a 
system of 'regeneration' in which a council estate is cleared, then replaced 
with a much higher density mixed-tenure scheme in which profits from private 
units for sale would partially subsidise replacement social housing units. The 
merits of one such scheme are the subject close scrutiny by Suzy Nelson (in 
progress). But whatever the merits of this approach, all these redevelopments 
involve large numbers of council flats being taken out of use, often for years, 
before they are replaced. And what emerged in the EiP was that the units lost 
never appear in any statistics until the replacement units are completed - at 
which point the 'net gain' in social housing units is shown in monitoring 
reports. 
8  Note on Lifetime Neighbourhoods in the London Plan to follow. 
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9 An example is the AFTRP (L'Agence Foncière et Technique de la Région 
Parisienne) in France http://www.aftrp.org/   More to follow. 
10 This was one of the un-implemented proposals of the Uthwatt Committee  
(1942) 
11 Residential planning consents since London Plan adopted: proportion 
above, within and below the limits permitted in the density matrix 
 2004/5 2005/6 2006/7 2007/8 2008/9 average 
above 62 65 32 55 64 56 
within 31 28 50 40 33 36 
below 8 7 18 5 4 8 
Duncan Bowie, in a lecture to the 250 New Towns Club, Feb 2011 
(permission to be sought)  (? dwellings or schemes?) 
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