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Across Europe, tens of millions suffer from a crisis more immediate and severe than
governments like to admit. Few are untouched by it, whether you are a sofa-surfing
migrant or a well-off but worried parent.
In the UK, every generation reaching adulthood since the 1960s has stood less
chance of owning a home than the one before them. The proportion of household
income spent by families on housing has tripled in those decades, and yet young
people are more likely to live in overcrowded homes than their parents were at the
same age [1] . If you’re poor, or an ethnic minority, these problems are
compounded.
For thirty years, British governments have looked to the market to solve most
problems, but things have only become worse. All the political parties in
government over this period have been complicit in this failure.
This year the Government released a White Paper headlined with a startling
admission - that the housing market is broken, and private developers won’t build
the problem away. But they have not yet made a decisive break with the failed
policies of the past.
The housing crisis is at the top of the political agenda, but we are no closer to
solving it: the Government is still throwing billions of pounds into subsidies that
drive up prices. It is still selling off and demolishing more social rented homes than
it builds. It is still cutting the housing benefit safety net and watching homelessness
rise.
The Government is adding to the social housing budget in small increments, rather
than setting out a bold investment plan in the spirit of Macmillan and Wilson. It is
tweaking private renters’ rights and tax breaks for landlords, rather than radically
overhauling them. It is tentatively supporting community-led and self-build
housing, rather than growing these into mainstream markets to break the
stranglehold of the big developers.
There are serious housing problems elsewhere in Europe too. But to decisively
break from the broken market approach of the last 30 years, the Government could
learn from our European neighbours
In this report I have set out some European housing policies that could help the UK
government if they finally decide to tackle the ‘broken housing market’.
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The Government could make tax and fiscal policy a solution to stabilise prices,
learning from policies in Ireland and Sweden.
It could give tenants more protection against rent increases and evictions, learning
from experiences of rent control models in Spain, Italy and Germany.
It could support community-led housing and planning approaches to build high
quality homes and communities that meet local needs, learning from the
Netherlands and Germany.
It could fix the broken housing market - its stated ambition - by breaking free of the
idea that housing must be treated as a market.
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The UK is far from having the worst housing problems in Europe. For example, we
have lower housing costs as a percentage of incomes than the EU average, and both
the proportion of the population “overburdened” by these costs and the level of
housing deprivation are around the EU average, and lower than countries like
Germany. Despite the concerns about young people forced to live with their parents,
the UK has the fifth lowest proportion doing so among the EU 28 (partly for cultural
reasons) [2].
In other words, we have an affordability crisis, but so does most of Europe. When we
look for inspiration from the continent, we shouldn’t imagine they’ve cracked all the
problems.
One of the areas where the UK sits among the worst countries is mortgage debt,
equivalent to 81% of our GDP and the third highest in the EU. This is largely because
real house prices (that is, adjusted for inflation) have risen so fast here in the last 45
years compared to other countries.
While house prices have become less affordable across most of Europe, the contrast
between Germany and the UK - two economic powerhouses - is quite astonishing.

Figure 1: the
percentage growth in
real house prices
over the last 45 years
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One of the reasons why some other countries face even bigger affordability problems in
spite of this, and why they look for inspiration from the UK, is our sizeable stock of social
housing. That stock has been eroded by successive governments since the 1980s, but it
remains among the most effective anti-poverty policies in our history. Councils,
cooperatives and housing associations continue to provide a lot of relatively low cost
and high-quality homes to millions of British people.
In all of this, comparisons to other countries should be taken with a pinch of salt. We
only need to look within the UK to see that national averages can disguise significant
regional differences.
The average house price in the South West region of England is slightly above the
national average, but half the average in London. Within the South West, house prices
and rents in the Cotswold district are almost double those in Gloucester and Plymouth
[3] . There isn’t nearly so stark a difference in average incomes. Shop assistants,
teachers and office administrators earn much the same whether they work in
Cheltenham or Gloucester, but their housing choices look very different either side of
the M5.
Each region also has its own particular challenges. The South West has 11% of
England’s housing stock, just 8% of its long-term empty homes, but 20% of its second
homes. The percentage of long-term empty homes is five times higher in the Forest of
Dean district than it is in South Gloucestershire [4], and of course second home
ownership is highly concentrated in attractive seaside towns and villages the length
and breadth of the South West’s beautiful coasts.
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The standard solution trotted out to answer all our housing ills is to build more homes,
and in the last few decades that has meant increasing supply in the housing market.
If the housing market worked, then increasing the supply of homes would bring prices
down and standards up. But the housing market is totally broken. The last government
has finally admitted as much, entitling its recent white paper ‘Fixing our broken housing
market’ [5].
This is quite an astonishing admission.
Popular wisdom has it that we need more homes because our population is rising. But
we’ve not failed to meet that challenge. Rather, prices have risen because our incomes
have risen, because homes have been treated as investments and luxury second homes,
and because cheap credit and generous tax breaks have led many to pay ever higher
prices to buy multiple homes. The rest are forced to pay ever higher rents for the right to
live in them.
There are parts of the country, most notably London, where the supply of new homes
has failed to keep up with the growing population for many years.
But in Bristol, one of the South West’s property hotspots, this hasn’t been the case. It’s
worth looking at the city in more detail to understand the problems we face.
Between the 2001 and 2011 censuses, the population in Bristol rose 10%, the number of
households rose 13% and the net supply of homes added 14% more housing to the
stock [6]. So, supply kept pace with the growing and changing population. Around two
per cent of homes have been empty at some point in any given year, so there’s enough
spare capacity for people to move around [7].
During the same period, the median house price in the city more than doubled from
£79,950 to £165,000
Since then the net supply of homes dipped as the recession hit and the Government
withdrew funding from affordable housing, but that isn’t the main reason why house
prices have risen another 44% since 2011 to £237,000 [8].
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The main reason is that people have been willing and able to pay ever higher prices
to get on the property ladder in the city, or to buy-to-let an alternative to a pension,
and in some cases to buy second homes.
Average incomes have risen a lot since 2001, mortgages have been cheap and easy
by historical standards, rock-bottom interest rates since the 2007 financial crash have
made ISAs useless, and would-be landlords have enjoyed generous tax breaks.
Housing has become as much about investments as about homes. Although only
about 7% of British people are landlords, last year 17% of mortgages were taken out
by buy-to-let landlords, almost as many as first-time buyers [9], and many other
landlords bought with cash.
So, what if we could flood the market with homes to meet all this demand?
One recent study suggested that if we had approved every planning application since
1974, real house prices would have risen by 86% instead of 186% [10]. That’s still
twice the rise that we’ve seen in real incomes, and well above the rises seen in many
other European countries.
The same study of planning approvals found that the South East could have lower
house prices if local authorities there had approved the same proportion of
applications as their counterparts in the North East of England. Well planned
development can help, but it still would have left prices too high, with increases far in
excess of those seen in comparable European economies.
Very large increases in housebuilding would also have had huge ecological
consequences including lost agricultural land and a huge carbon and water cost from
construction. One study from 2009 suggested we would need to reduce the number
of homes being built in London to stay within sustainable planetary limits [11]. Recent
flooding in Houston shows one tragic consequence of unchecked urban sprawl, as
tropical storms swollen by climate change fell on huge areas of low density concreted
sprawl that was once prairie.
Opening the floodgates to any kind of new development would probably also create
the same problem seen in Ireland and Spain - thousands of empty homes and an even
greater investment bubble. In Spain, prices rose rapidly in a house building boom
from 1997 to 2007, then when the financial crisis hit house building levels plummeted
by 90% and house prices fell by 20%. Clearly supply fuelled the speculative boom,
and it was falling incomes and lending that brought prices down.
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The UK’s investor frenzy is one illustration of why public policy has become so broken,
as well as the market.
Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat administrations - national and local - have
all tried to support private developers to build more homes in our capital. To do this,
they also end up supporting investors.
Why? Well, developers sell a lot of their new flats in cities like London and Bristol to
investors before they’re even built. The early sales help developers get finance from
their bank. If you put off those investors, you would make it harder for the developer to
get the homes built. So rather than fix the broken market, UK governments have
opposed policies like rent controls because they will do anything to keep those
developers in business.
The Greater London Authority commissioned a study which suggested as many as 6
in 10 homes were bought by investors, and not just in super prime spots like Chelsea
but across the region [12].
As a result, the market has over-delivered expensive private market homes in London
while falling catastrophically short on affordable homes for people on average and low
incomes - a picture uncovered by Savills [13] and the London Tenants
Federation [14], two organisations with very different perspectives on housing.
Analysis of housebuilding across the UK by Becky Tunstall also suggests a growing
inequality in recent decades in housing space, with the best off gaining extra space as
more homes are built while the worst off have seen close to no improvement in their
housing conditions [15].
Other political parties, in short, are supporting a policy that benefits the better off and
does little or nothing to benefit the people suffering most from our housing crisis, and
to keep this show on the road they oppose policies to help those most in need.
Similar problems are affecting other economically successful European cities. Despite
a growing public uproar about this, governments, councils and mayors continue to
support those investors and oppose policies that would harm their interests.
This illustrates the central problem that government needs to get to grips with: once
you admit the housing market is broken, you have to start entertaining policies that
conflict with the current broken model, and then you need to start to imagine an
entirely different model which meets the needs of your citizens rather than a tiny
group of wealthy investors
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If one of the major problems we face is high house and land prices, the last thing
government should do is push them up even further. But that’s exactly what successive
governments have done with short-sighted subsidies for first-time buyers and a
generous set of tax breaks afforded to landlords.
While the 2015-17 government planned just £2 billion of investment in low rent homes,
it was planning to put £43 billion into home ownership and the private market [16].
There is little sign of change since the June elections. Even at its party conference, the
Conservative government announced an extra £2 billion for social housing but an extra
£10 billion for Help to Buy.
Help to Buy is the latest in a long line of policies promoted by Labour, Lib Dem and
Conservative ministers to help first-time buyers. They all share a major flaw. The
Government spends billions each year helping people buy a home they couldn’t
otherwise afford, but the money helps house prices rise by making them more
affordable to the recipients of support. So, the next crop of first-time buyers need even
more help, with more billions of subsidy.
Campaign group PricedOut estimated in 2014 that Help to Buy priced out 6 times as
many people as it helped [17].
Both the Conservative and Labour party’s support this policy. One reason is that it now
effectively underpins the balance sheets of many of the country’s biggest
housebuilders, so scrapping it would result in their collapse.
Investor landlords have also received a generous set of subsidies. The main tax breaks
are for ‘business expenses’, worth an estimated £2.6 to 5 billion in 2010 [18]. While
some of these are justifiable, and the Government has tightened them up, we are still
giving tax breaks on mortgage interest, giving investors an advantage over
homeowners and subsidising speculation on house prices.
It’s believed that many investors legally avoid capital gains tax, which doesn’t apply to
your primary residence, by living in a rental property for a period before selling it. Some
researchers also suggest a number of unscrupulous landlords illegally evade tax, losing
the Government an estimated £0.5 billion in revenue in 2010 [19].
Added to this, many private landlords benefit from the housing benefit system, with
over £8 billion in Local Housing Allowance paid each year to tenants - and in turn to
landlords - to prop up high rents [20]. While Government analysis refuted the
suggestion that housing benefit increases rent levels, it undoubtedly subsidises
landlords.
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Clearly, just throwing more money at an overheated market in the hope that it might
mean a few more overpriced homes are built isn’t going to work. So, could the
Government use its taxes and subsidies in a more sensible way?

Making tax policy a solution, not a problem
Taxes on housing in the UK are actually higher than in most other European
countries. Compared to those other countries, British housing is hardly under-taxed.
Much of this is due to our high stamp duty on buying a home and our council tax
system. But while they contribute to a comparatively high level of taxation, they aren’t
particularly effective policies to stabilise our housing market.
Stamp duty helps to dampen house prices, and the increased levies on second
homes had a noticeable impact on the prime London housing market. But by taxing
the buyer, not the seller, it does little to capture the unearned capital gain from a
booming housing market, and adds a significant one-off cost for people trying to buy
a home.
Council tax hasn’t seen a revaluation since it was introduced 1993, based on 1991
house prices, and there is only a marginal difference between the tax on a small lowcost flat and a large luxury house.
Meanwhile the tax allowances and fiscal subsidies discussed above counteract their
positive effects, encouraging speculation in housing and land.
An alternative to Council Tax (and Business Rates) is a Land Value Tax. This would
tax owners of property (not occupants like tenants) based on the value of the
property. This is normally calculated as an “imputed rent” - that is, the amount of rent
we impute that you could charge for the property (whether or not you’re doing so).
There are tax systems based on imputed rents in Belgium, Denmark, Greece,
Luxembourg, Netherlands and Sweden.
The UK could learn a lot from Sweden, which faced similar problems in the late
1980s. Very generous tax subsidies for homeowners and landlords led to booming
prices and the construction of lots of unneeded homes in property hotspots. So the
Government introduced major tax reforms in 1991 and 1993 to equalise tax rates and
make the subsidies less generous. These contributed to house prices dropping back
to mid-1980s levels [21].
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Ireland has had a roller-coaster tax policy in the past 20 years. After house prices
rose sharply through the late 1990s the Government adjusted the stamp duty and
transaction taxes, and implemented an anti-speculator property tax for investors.
House price rises slowed down. But rents were rising, so the Government
scrapped these tax changes in 2002 to encourage the construction of more
homes for rent, and this contributed to the long boom in house prices and
speculative building which crashed so dramatically five years later [22].
Germany has also suffered from property speculation, where investors buy
homes and land and then sell them soon after for a quick profit. In 1999 the
Government introduced a property speculation tax levied on properties owned
for less than 10 years. The tax rate falls over the period of ownership, so if an
investor sells very quickly they’re taxed a lot, whereas a family that sells its home
of 30 years pays none of the tax at all. Such taxes are common across the world
[23].
Subsidies for genuinely affordable housing, such as social housing, are common
across Europe. Unlike market subsidies, these guarantee that each home built
with the subsidy remain affordable in perpetuity, and tend to reduce local rents
rather than inflate the housing market. Best of all, as multiple studies have found
[24] - investing in social housing saves the Government money in the long run.
The following chart shows modelling by Capital Economics of public borrowing if
we built 100,000 social rented homes per year, with different economic
scenarios. Even if our economy had a major downturn caused by Brexit, the
policy would still pay for itself and start saving the Government money after 26
years.

Figure 2: Impact on
annual general
government net
borrowing as a
percentage of
national gross
domestic product
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The Government is currently spending £1.8 billion per year on affordable housing, of
which at most £0.4 billion per year will be invested in social housing. The Government
needs to spend at least £6 billion per year on social housing - a 15-fold increase.

Policy recommendations
Solving our housing crisis is about more than just building new homes in a broken
market. There is a growing recognition that we also need to reduce the excessive
demand from wealthy buyers and investors, and to ensure we built a greater share of
genuinely affordable homes for people on average and low incomes.
The UK should follow other EU countries in reforming its tax and fiscal policies to
focus on stabilising the housing market and building the stock of social housing,
rather than fuelling demand in a mistaken attempt to increase the supply of
overpriced market housing. It should:
Scrap market subsidies. Tax breaks for landlords' mortgages and schemes like Help to
Buy should be scrapped to stop public money pushing up prices
Invest in social housing. Money saved from the above should be put into schemes to
deliver more genuinely affordable housing including social housing, and councils
should be freed to borrow to prudential levels, increasing total investment levels to at
least £6 billion per year.
Reform land and property taxes. The UK could use these to stabilise the housing
market. We could replace Stamp Duty, Council Tax and Business Rates with a Land
Value tax, for example. This could start with taxing vacant brownfield land, or a
property and land speculation tax.
Give the Bank of England a role. The Bank should have a duty to aim for stable house
prices, giving thought to this when setting interest rates or pumping money into
banks through quantitative easing.
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Private renters in the UK suffer from some of the weakest protections in Europe.
With no rent controls, the median rent in Bristol last year was £850 per month [25].
That’s half the average take-home pay for the city. A young person paying off their
student loan on that income would have to rent a room in a shared house to bring their
rent down to more affordable levels, but to get a place of their own - perhaps to start a
family - they would struggle to find anywhere that costs less than half their take home
pay. Similar stories can be found throughout the South West, particularly in tourist
hotspots where incomes are well below the UK average yet prices and rents are
significantly higher.
Our housing benefit system stops many people from falling into serious poverty as a
result of these high costs. That’s one reason why the UK looks relatively good on
housing deprivation compared to other EU countries without this kind of safety net.
But successive governments have cut support, particularly for the young and those in
high value areas. It’s also an extremely expensive way to stave off housing poverty.
With tenancies lasting 6 or 12 months, renters are vulnerable to eviction and sudden
rent rises. The end of a tenancy is now the leading cause of homelessness in England,
and private landlords issued over 5,000 possession orders in just three months this in
2017 [26] .
Whilst many landlords are fit and proper people providing decent homes, a significant
minority are either well-meaning amateurs who leave their tenants suffering from real
problems, or so-called ‘rogue’ landlords abusing the weak position that renters are in.
Opponents of better regulation claim any improvements would push up rents and
cause landlords to sell up, leaving homes empty. But this needn’t be the case. The
median household income for landlords is in the range of £60-69,000, twice the
national average, half of landlords are mortgage free, and only one in ten has a
mortgage on more than 75% of the value [27]. So most could cope, and rent controls
would prevent any rent rises. Community-led approaches mentioned below can help
to bring empty properties back into use if landlords sell up and nobody else will buy
them.
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European experiences of regulation
Most European countries have stronger regulations than the UK, providing tenants
with longer minimum tenancies and stronger rights if the landlord wishes to evict
them. .

Table 1: an extract from a review by the Citizens Advice Bureau [28]

Germany is often brought up by advocates of stronger tenants rights, as it has the
strongest protections for tenants in any European country. But as their experience
shows, regulations such as rent controls aren’t a panacea and need to be designed
well.
In Berlin, where 85% of the population rents, controls have been in place for many
years and a rent cap was introduced in 2015. This prevents landlords from re-letting
apartments at more than 10% above the local average rent, based on a table of rents
published annually by the city authorities.
Despite this, rents rose by 10% over the two years since its introduction, and different
investigations found 70-80% of properties were being let at rents that exceeded the
caps. In a city with a fast-growing international population, and growing interest from
private investors in property, high demand means tenants are often willing to look the
other way. The Berlin Tenants Association has called for fines to be imposed on
landlords that ignore the caps and speculation on building sites to be prevented [29,
30].
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Berlin has also tried to tackle the excess demand created by short-term holiday rentals
through companies like Airbnb and Wimdu in its most desirable central districts. In
May 2016 city authorities banned owners from renting out entire apartments, and
only allowed them to let up to 50% of the space for an apartment they actually live in.
Fines of up to €100,000 can be imposed on owners that flout the ban. The ban
immediately halved the number of listings, following a period of fast growth, but it
didn’t eradicate the illegal market.
The Green Party Mayor of Mitte, Berlin’s central district, is relaxed about this. He
argues that the aim was to stop the growth - to stop property companies marketing
flats as “ideal for a holiday letting”, which he claims has worked. Prosecution of those
violating the ban is made difficult by strict privacy laws that companies like Airbnb use
to withhold the addresses of owners, and a lengthy legal process that can take two
years to arrive at a prosecution [31].
The UK can also learn from Berlin’s Tenants Association, which offers its 160,000
members information, legal advice and insurance, and has campaigned for laws such
as the rent caps.
We’ve not seen such a scale of organisation in the UK for many years. Rent controls
were first introduced in 1915 after 30,000 Glasgow residents went on a rent strike,
forcing the introduction of the Rent Restriction Act 1915, which froze rents for the
duration of the First World War. As private renters have grown in number in the last 20
years we’ve not yet seen activism of this scale.
ACORN has attempted to fill this gap in the UK, starting in Bristol. It has a place on the
Bristol Homes Board, giving a voice for private tenants in discussions about the City
Council’s housing strategy and policies. It developed an Ethical Lettings Charter [32],
has persuaded a number of large landlords in the city to adopt it, and the council to
promote it as a voluntary standard. The group has also supported tenants resisting
eviction and campaigning against rogue landlords.

Policy recommendations
We need a new settlement for renters, bringing them sensible protections from other
parts of Europe and the UK. In its Private Tenancies Bill, the Scottish Government is
taking some of these steps [33]. The UK Government should introduce:
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More secure tenancies. A move away from short-term tenancies towards the right for
renters to stay in their home so long as they pay their rent and abide by their contract,
unless landlords move in or sell the property. This would start with the abolition of
the ability for landlords to issue ‘no-fault’ eviction notices, bringing us in line with
most other European countries.
‘Living Rent’ controls. Across England, annual rent increases for any renter should be
capped at inflation to protect renters from sudden massive increases. Councils and
city mayors should also be given the power to cap rents, either to freeze or cut them,
so that the average rent is brought to within one third of the take home pay of the
average household - a ‘living rent’.
Powers for local government. Bristol City Council, Cornwall County Council and
perhaps district and town councils should be able to introduce their own policies,
such as restrictions on holiday homes, compulsory licensing for all landlords, and
making the Ethical Lettings Charter developed by ACORN a legal minimum, starting
with the bronze standard and gradually raising it to their gold standard. London
Assembly Member Sian Berry has pressed the Mayor of London to ask for these
powers, though Khan has so far shown little appetite [34].
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We do need to provide more homes through new build and renovation. But we have
known for over a decade that our current housing market isn’t delivering the sorts of
homes we need, and that the public can support.
Housing campaigners that rail against ‘NIMBYs’ - those who say ‘Not In My Back Yard’ need to think harder about how we can persuade people to accept new homes. We
should probably start by building better quality homes in the right places and with an
approach that the public can get behind.
The Barker Review published in 2004 found that housing supply has been “almost
totally unresponsive” to need since the early 1990s. Since then there has been a
growing concentration of the housebuilding market.
Small builders have been in decline for decades. The number of firms building fewer
than 100 new units a year dropped between 2008 and 2015 by more than half. But the
decline predates this crisis. The last time that the private market responded to demand
was in the 1930s, when the market was characterised by a highly diversified set of
smaller building companies; the top 10 companies had a market share of no more than
6 to 7 per cent. Their share rose to 9 per cent by the 1960s, 17 per cent by the 1970s
and 28 per cent in the 1980s. Those companies now control over half the market [35].
Those left building new homes struggle against local opposition. They cast all
opponents as NIMBYs, out to protect their home’s value, but it’s worth considering
some good reasons people may not support new housing developments. To pick a
few:
The quality of new build homes in the UK is poor. More than half of owners of recent
new builds experience major faults [36], the homes are smaller than in any other
European country and half the size of a new build in Denmark [37], and suffer from a
long-term failure to build to the standard in the architect’s drawings, particularly with
regard to energy efficiency [38].
New build homes are expensive, unaffordable to 83% of renting families in England
even with subsidies like Help to Buy, rising to 89% in the South West [39]. This is partly
because developers of large sites deliberately eke out the sales to keep prices high,
with average sales rates of around 2 to 3 sales per month.
Our opaque and highly technical planning system makes it difficult for ordinary
citizens to have any meaningful say over the sort of homes that are built and where
they go, and consultations on local plans and individual developments provide no
opportunity for them to get involved with a design process to arrive at something they
could support.
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Polls suggesting that 4 in 5 of us would prefer not to live in a new build home are
particularly damning [40].
But there is some better house building going on.
Self-build and custom build, where someone directly organises the design and
construction of their home, or where they engage a specialist developer to do this for
them, currently accounts for around 7-10 per cent of newly built homes. Skills
shortages can make it hard for self builders to find the right contractors, but generally
the finished article is of a far higher quality and more desirable than rabbit-hutch
homes built by the big 10 developers.
Community-led housing has been a niche of our housing world for many years. The
term encompasses a broad range of providers and approaches, including cooperatives, cohousing, community land trusts, self-help housing and some Tenant
Management Organisations. The sector comprises around 1,200 organisations,
dominated by co-operatives which provide 169,000 homes but have relatively few
plans to develop new homes at present. New development over the next few years is
estimated to be only 370-450 homes a year, accounting for 0.3 per cent of the
housebuilding market [41].
There has been a resurgence of self-build and community-led approaches in the South
West in recent years, with a six-fold growth in Community Land Trusts across Cornwall,
Devon, Dorset and Somerset. Bristol City Council has supported the development of an
enabling hub for the city, to support new projects from groups like Bristol CLT. But it
remains a tiny niche in the overall housing market.

Breaking the stranglehold of the big 10
The rest of Europe looks nothing like this.
In many EU countries, most homes are self built. Not Grand Designs, or people laying
the bricks themselves, but ordinary homes that people commission for themselves
and/or their community.
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Figure 3: This chart
from the UK’s National
Custom and Self Build
Association (NaCSBA)
shows how tiny the self
build sector is in the UK
compared to our
European neighbours:

Community-led approaches are also far more common, and enjoy much better
support, on the continent.
Housing co-ops own 18% of Sweden’s total housing stock, 15% in Norway, 8% in
Austria, 6% in Germany and about 4% in Ireland, compared to just 0.6% of housing in
the UK [42]. This is partly because co-ops often provide social housing in those
countries, whereas we have favoured councils and housing associations.
Germany and the Netherlands are at the forefront of the European boom in self build,
custom build and community-led housing. A study tour undertaken by NaCSBA found
some great examples.
The Netherlands, like the UK, experienced a crash in the housing market after the
2007 financial crash. But unlike the UK government, which propped up the big
developers, the Dutch gave new backing to self and custom build approaches, and
doubled the size of the sector in a matter of years.
In Berlin, 1 in 6 new homes is built by community-led groups, whether as associations
of private households (called Baugruppen) or as co-operatives that rent homes to their
members. The homes are typically 25% cheaper than conventional new build
properties. Cohousing has boomed, with a growing number of schemes designed
specifically for older people. The citywide enabling agency helps groups to come
together, and then assists them to find land so they can get their projects underway.
When public land is sold these community-led housing groups can take time to put in
their own bids, and they often win.
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Image 1: Hamburg has set aside one fifth of housing land for community-led schemes, including a project
pictured above which includes a care centre for dementia patients, homes for elderly single women and
about 20 apartments for young families.

In Almere, the Dutch city authorities divided a huge 100 hectare site into a number of
districts which each has around 720 self build plots. Each of the self build districts is
themed – for example there are areas for live/work self build homes; there are terraced
areas and there is a zone for very sustainable homes. There is also an area set aside for
canal side homes, and another for houses with bigger gardens. The council prepared the
sites, installing all the infrastructure and services, and then sold each plot with a one-page
“passport” describing the kind of home owners could build - beyond that they could do
what they wanted, and could choose from a wide array of builders to design a home to
their own design. In the UK, a local authority would probably just sell the entire site to one
of the top 10 property developers, which would then build a large and uninspiring
development taking decades to complete it.
Local authorities across countries like Germany and the Netherlands enjoy far stronger
powers to buy up land, including with compulsory purchase, and to masterplan in a way
that gives far more clarity and simplicity for small, self- and community-led builders
looking for a piece of the action.
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Policy recommendations
The UK Government has taken baby steps in this direction. It has launched a £3bn fund
to support small builders. It introduced duties for councils to maintain self and custom
build registers and provide plots with planning permission to satisfy demand. It also
launched a £60m per year Community Housing Fund in December 2016, but has
dragged its feet on releasing the funds after the first year.
We should be inspired by our European neighbours to completely transform our housing
market, and not just aim to slightly expand these niche sectors. The Government should:
Reform the planning system so that a range of building plots are made available across
England, with infrastructure and services provided, and with land values held to their
existing use value to keep the costs down. Local authorities should gain stronger powers
to purchase and assemble these sites.
Use the Community Housing Fund to develop local enabling agencies across England,
like those in Berlin and now emerging in Bristol, and ensure community-led housing
groups can get access to affordable revenue and capital to develop their projects.
Prioritise these groups for public land disposals, setting fixed prices and encouraging
groups to compete on the quality and social value of their scheme.
Improve minimum standards for space and energy efficiency, and invest in skills to
improve the quality of work undertaken by contractors. Ensure that any changes to
immigration policy - including those affected by Brexit - don’t reduce the skills level in our
construction industry.
There is, finally, an EU dimension to the question of how local and national government
can support better housebuilding and renovation. While EU rules haven’t prevented the
growth of these approaches in other member states, they have presented barriers in the
UK. Local councils often get tangled in concerns about state aid, procurement and best
consideration valuations when looking to dispose of sites or give grants or loans to
schemes. If the UK leaves the EU there will be an opportunity to design new rules that
make it easier for local councils to support community-led, self build and custom build
approaches.
The European Commission should therefore bring forward proposals to:
Clarify that social, economic and environmental benefits to the local community, along
the lines defined in the UK statutory definition of Community Land Trusts, should be
sufficient grounds for state aid. Currently the rules allow for “social mixity and social
cohesion” for example in providing social housing to “socially less advantaged groups
who due to solvency constraints are unable to obtain housing at market conditions”, but
this could be broader [43].

21

Introduce new rules explicitly allowing the Social Value of schemes to be
considered in the disposal or leasing of land and property. This could also be done
by the UK Government.
Allow member states to zero rate VAT on refurbishment, which the UK is currently
only able to do for new build properties. This creates a perverse incentive to
demolish rather than refurbish, at great environmental cost, and penalises schemes
that renovate and improve existing buildings such as the many empty homes in the
South West region of England.
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Those who treat private house building as a silver bullet to our housing crisis have
only made the crisis worse. It not only misdiagnoses the problems we face, but has
led to policies that enrich wealthy investors, blocked policies that would protect the
vulnerable, and risked irreparable ecological damage.
What we need is not a different silver bullet, but a radical break delivered by silver
buckshot - many small policies that will add up to a totally different approach to
ending our housing crisis.
We can borrow many of these buckshot policies from our other European
neighbours, to create a housing policy that stabilises prices and invests in social
housing, that protects renters and controls their rents, and that helps small and
community-led builders provide high quality and affordable homes that local
communities will support.
This vision is radical and - as our neighbours show - also realistic.

23

References
1. Resolution Foundation (September 2017), Home Affront,
http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/home-affront-housing-across-the-generations/
2. Housing Europe (17th October 2017), The State of Housing in the EU 2017,
http://www.housingeurope.eu/resource-1000/the-state-of-housing-in-the-eu-2017
3 ONS (July 2017), House Price Index, UK: May 2017
4 DCLG live tables 109 and 615 and DCLG council tax base statistics
5. https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/housing-white-paper
6. Office for National Statistics 2001 and 2011 census data.
7. Department of Communities and Local Government, live tables 100 and 615
8. Office for National Statistics, Median house price for national and subnational geographies, HPSSA Dataset 9
9. Council of Mortgage Lenders, retrieved from https://www.cml.org.uk/industry-data/key-uk-mortgage-facts/
10. Hilber and Vermeulen (April 2014), The Impact of Supply Constraints on House Prices in England,
http://www.spatialeconomics.ac.uk/textonly/SERC/publications/download/sercdp0119.pdf
11. Bioregional (2009), Capital Consumption, http://www.bioregional.com/capital-consumption-report/
12. GLA (December 2012), Barriers to Housing Delivery,
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/gla_migrate_files_destination/Barriers%20to%20Housing%20Deliv
ery%202012.pdf
13. Savills World Resarch (2017), London’s future homes and workplace - the next five years,
http://pdf.euro.savills.co.uk/uk/residential---other/london-dev-2017-singles-v3.pdf
14. London Tenants Federation (September 2016), Analysis of delivery of London Plan Housing Targets 10
years (2005-15), http://www.londontenants.org/publications/reports/10%20years%20%20housing%20targets%20(FF).pdf
15. Tunstall (Jan 2015), Relative housing space inequality in England and Wales, and its recent rapid
resurgence, Taylor and Francis online, http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14616718.2014.984826
16. Chartered Institute for Housing, UK Housing Review 2016 briefing paper,
http://www.cih.org/resources/PDF/Final_UKHR_briefing_2016.pdf
17. PricedOut, February 2014, Help to Buy: at whose expense?
18. Intergenerational Foundation, November 2013, Why BTL equals “Big Tax Let-off”
19. Intergenerational Foundation, November 2013, Why BTL equals “Big Tax Let-off”
20. Department for Work and Pensions, Housing Benefit Caseload Statistics: data to November 2016
21. European Central Bank (March 2003), Structural Factors in the EU Housing Markets,
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/pub/pdf/other/euhousingmarketsen.pdf
22. European Central Bank (March 2003), Structural Factors in the EU Housing Markets,
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/pub/pdf/other/euhousingmarketsen.pdf
23. The Smith Institute (September 2013), The case for a property speculation tax,
https://smithinstitutethinktank.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/the-case-for-a-property-speculation-tax.pdf
24. Capital Economics (October 2016), Building new social rent homes, http://4socialhousing.co.uk/capex
25. Valuation Office Agency, Private rental market summary statistics – October 2015 to September 2016
26. Ministry of Justice, Mortgage and Landlord Possession statistics: April to June 2017
27. Shelter (February 2016), Research Report: Survey of Private Landlords,
https://england.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/1236820/Landlord_survey_18_Feb_publish.pdf
28. Citizens Advice Bureau (June 2007), The tenant’s dilemna,
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/global/migrated_documents/corporate/tenants-dilema---document.pdf
29. TheLocal.de (11 May 2017), https://www.thelocal.de/20170511/berlin-rents-shot-up-by-nearly-10-percentin-two-years-report, retrieved 25th August 2017
30. http://www.iut.nu/FindOutMore/Berlin_2017.pdf, retrieved 25 August 2017
31. CityLab (1 Dec 2016), The City With the World's Toughest Anti-Airbnb Laws,
https://www.citylab.com/equity/2016/12/berlin-has-the-worlds-toughest-anti-airbnb-laws-are-theyworking/509024/, retrieved 25th August 2017

24

32. http://www.ethical-lettings.org.uk/
33. http://www.prs.scot/rent-controls/
34. http://www.sianberry.london/news/housing/2017-03-08-where-are-the-new-renting-powers/
35. IPPR, December 2011, We Must Fix It, http://www.ippr.org/publications/we-must-fix-it-deliveringreform-of-the-building-sector-to-meet-the-uks-housing-and-economic-challenges
36. The Guardian (2 March 2017), More than half of new-build homes in England 'have major faults',
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2017/mar/02/over-half-of-new-build-homes-in-england-havemajor-faults
37. University of Cambridge (14 June 2014), Study finds premise behind bedroom tax is ‘fundamentally
flawed’, http://www.cam.ac.uk/research/news/study-finds-premise-behind-bedroom-tax-is-fundamentallyflawed
38. Zero Carbon Hub (August 2010),
http://www.zerocarbonhub.org/sites/default/files/resources/reports/Carbon_Compliance_Topic%204_Clo
sing_the_Gap_Between_DvAB.pdf
39. Shelter (2017), New Civic Housebuilding,
https://england.shelter.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/1348223/2017_03_02_New_Civic_Housebuildi
ng_Policy_Report.pdf
40. City AM (15 August 2017), Most Brits don't want to live in new-builds despite the housing crisis,
http://www.cityam.com/270244/most-brits-dont-want-live-new-builds-despite-housing-crisis
41. Smith Institute, January 2016, Local housing, community living: prospects for scaling up and scaling
out community-led housing, http://www.smith-institute.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/localhousing-community-living.pdf
42. Commission on Co-operative and Mutual Housing (2009), Bringing democracy home,
http://www.cch.coop/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/bdh-commission-report.pdf
43. Answer given by Commissioner Vestager on the 6th June 2017, ref E-2017-001712,
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getAllAnswers.do?reference=E-2017-001712&language=FR

25

