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Collected case studies:

Housing

This paper brings together a number of case studies on how cities from the UK and beyond have 
delivered housing where it is needed most

There is now broad consensus that the UK needs to build more homes. 

But the need for new homes is far more acute in some places than in others, and housing in Britain’s 
most economically successful cities tends to be the least affordable. 

Our case studies show how cities are addressing these challenges by increasing the density of existing 
communities, evaluating land on its merits rather than its existing designation, and working with 
neighbourhood authorities. 

The case studies demonstrating how cities deliver housing and what they are trying to 
achieve are split into four groups:

•	 Strategic site allocation and densification

The UK needs to deliver more housing in high-demand areas where houses are least affordable. Cities 
need to work proactively with partners to strategically identify the sites appropriate for housing and, 
where appropriate, prepare the land to make them viable.

•	 Building new suburbs

Considering other available sites and not only favoring previously developed land can help the most 
successful cities provide the amount of homes they need.

•	 Delivering housing across a region

Cities in the UK and internationally are working with their neighbouring authorities to get the housing 
they need. 

•	 Strategic	site	allocation	and	
densification

•	 Building	new	suburbs

•	 Delivering	housing	across	the	UK
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•	 Influencing development using public assets

Cities in which the private sector property market (residential or commercial) is stronger, can use their 
public asset base to influence how and what kind of development takes place in ways that align with 
their vision for the city.

Strategic site allocation and densification

The UK needs to deliver more housing in high-demand areas where houses are least affordable. Cities 
need to work proactively with partners to strategically identify the sites appropriate for housing and, 
where appropriate, prepare the land to make them viable.

Identifying and building on opportunity and intensification areas
Lead organisation: Greater London Authority 

Location: London, UK

Year: 2011 – to present 

Keywords: Housing; Planning 

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Building homes where we need them

 
The Greater London Authority (GLA) is using two complementary strategic tools to try and deliver more 
homes in the capital. Opportunity and Intensification Areas as set out in the London Plan identify areas 
across London that are suitable for development. 33 brownfield Opportunity Areas and 10 Intensification 
Areas are claimed to provide the sites for the 400,000 homes needed over the next decade.1 The GLA 
has provided tools to deliver housing on these sites through London Housing Zones, which enable local 
authorities to identify and package up brownfield land, remove unnecessary planning restrictions and 
partner with a builder or housing association to deliver housing.2 They are also flexible enough for local 
authorities to ‘come with a problem’ which the GLA and national partners can address, such as the piloting 
of stamp duty retention by HM Treasury.3 

The London Housing Zones Prospectus suggests that most Housing Zones are likely to be in Opportunity 
Areas. This allows for development to take place strategically without restricting the potential of the scheme.4 
However, the separation of the two instruments lessens the ability of the Opportunity Areas to act as a single 
guide to where development would be most appropriate. Furthermore, the Housing Zones that have been 
announced for the rest of the country lack any strategic overview like that of the Opportunity Areas.5

1  Greater London Authority, (2011). The London Plan. https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/planning/london-plan/past-versions-and-alterations-london-plan/
london-plan-2011 Accessed 8 September 2014.

2  Greater London Authority, (2014). Housing Zones: A Prospectus. August 2014. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/housing-zones-prospectus. 
Accessed 12 September 2014.

3  Centre for Cities Interviews.
4  Such as Tottenham Hale, Upper Lea Valley, and Southall Gas Works: Greater London Authority, (2014). Housing Zones: A Prospectus. August 2014. https://www.

gov.uk/government/publications/housing-zones-prospectus. Accessed 12 September 2014.
5  DCLG, (2014). Housing Zones Prospectus. August 2014. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/housing-zones-prospectus Accessed 17 October 2014.

http://www.centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-building-homes-where-we-need-them/
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/planning/london-plan/past-versions-and-alterations-london-plan/london-plan-2011
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/planning/london-plan/past-versions-and-alterations-london-plan/london-plan-2011
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/housing-zones-prospectus
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/housing-zones-prospectus
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/housing-zones-prospectus
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/housing-zones-prospectus
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Working with partners combining multiple strategies for house building
Lead organisation: Bristol Home Commission

Location: Bristol, UK

Year: 2014 – to present 

Keywords: Housing; Planning

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Building homes where we need them

Bristol suffers from a long-term under-supply of homes, held back over the last few decades by what 
academics have described as weak strategic planning and a lack of co-ordination between authorities, 
following the abolition of Avon County Council in 1996, which previously held strategic powers.6 

Nevertheless, a new pro-development approach, led by previous Mayor George Ferguson and backed 
by the 2013 Bristol Homes Commission, aims to enable the city to strategically identify both its needs 
and the sites that have the potential to best meet those needs. It also provides a framework for the 
establishment of partnerships to deliver homes in the right places. 

The council has been actively re-assessing its own extensive land holdings and releasing suitable sites for 
development. They are looking to co-locate council services to free up land for housing, and recently moved 
the Pest Control Depot out of the city centre to a less high-demand area for the same purpose.7 They are also 
targeting ‘greyfield’ land - under-utilised public amenity land close to or within existing communities, which 
can be used to deliver housing but also improve the environmental quality of the local area.8 

The city is using the powers it already has to deliver housing and infrastructure. This leadership on 
infrastructure is crucial for inner-city brownfield land, much of which is technically and financially 
challenging to develop. The Commission has proposed a Revolving Investment Fund to support 
infrastructure, investing upfront but recouping receipts and re-investing those funds into new projects. This 
approach should also improve certainty for developers. 

Through the Bristol Property Board the city has called on Whitehall for the powers to create a ‘specialist 
unlocking team’ to release major development sites - such as Hengrove Park - without the need for 
central government intervention. The Commission is also calling on central government to reform a 
cheaper, quicker and simpler CPO process to assemble land.9  Before the formation of the West of England 
combined authority, the Commission was supporting cross-boundary collaboration, emphasising the need 
for the four local authorities around the city to strategically plan on a sub-regional level, reflecting the 
geography of Greater Bristol’s economy.10 

6  University of Bristol, (2002). Bristol: successes and missed opportunities http://www.bris.ac.uk/news/2002/boddy.html. Available at: http://www.bris.ac.uk/
news/2002/boddy.html. Accessed 1 September 2014; Centre for Cities interview. 

7  Bristol Homes Commission, (2014) More Homes Faster Homes: The Report of the Bristol Homes Commission June 2014. https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/
20182/34828/140701+Bristol+Homes+Commission+Final+Report.pdf Accessed 2 September 2014.

8  Bristol Homes Commission, (2014) More Homes Faster Homes: The Report of the Bristol Homes Commission June 2014 https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/
20182/34828/140701+Bristol+Homes+Commission+Final+Report.pdf Accessed 2 September 2014.

9  Bristol Homes Commission, (2014) More Homes Faster Homes: The Report of the Bristol Homes Commission June 2014 https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/
20182/34828/140701+Bristol+Homes+Commission+Final+Report.pdf Accessed 2 September 2014. 

10  Bristol Homes Commission, (2014) More Homes Faster Homes: The Report of the Bristol Homes Commission June 2014 https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/
20182/34828/140701+Bristol+Homes+Commission+Final+Report.pdf Accessed 2 September 2014.

http://www.centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-building-homes-where-we-need-them/
http://www.bris.ac.uk/news/2002/boddy.html
http://www.bris.ac.uk/news/2002/boddy.html
http://www.bris.ac.uk/news/2002/boddy.html
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34828/140701+Bristol+Homes+Commission+Final+Report.pdf
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34828/140701+Bristol+Homes+Commission+Final+Report.pdf
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34828/140701+Bristol+Homes+Commission+Final+Report.pdf
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34828/140701+Bristol+Homes+Commission+Final+Report.pdf
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34828/140701+Bristol+Homes+Commission+Final+Report.pdf
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34828/140701+Bristol+Homes+Commission+Final+Report.pdf
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34828/140701+Bristol+Homes+Commission+Final+Report.pdf
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/documents/20182/34828/140701+Bristol+Homes+Commission+Final+Report.pdf
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They are also working with the HCA, harnessing capital investment to unlock previously unviable development 
at Filwood Park, and using a £12 million loan from the HCA to overcome the lack of available loan finance that 
stalled development at Wapping Wharf.11 It is still too early to see a tangible effect in Bristol; however the policy 
innovation and clear priority for building more homes means this remains ‘one to watch’.

Directly delivering homes for under-served groups
Lead organisation: Ealing Council-owned company (CoCo)

Location: Ealing, UK

Year: 2014 – to present 

Keywords: Housing; Planning

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Building homes where we need them

Ealing Council identified an acute lack of family and middle income housing as well as social rented 
housing in their borough.12 To tackle this challenge, the council decided to directly deliver homes for this 
under-served group. The first challenge was to fund a £58 million council estate regeneration scheme, but 
aspirations have since expanded to social housing more generally.13 

Ealing established a wholly council-owned company (CoCo) that borrows money from the Public Works 
Loan Board against the council’s balance sheet and uses it to fund housing investments. This remains 
separate from both Housing Revenue Account (HRA) and Whitehall borrowing constraints, an aspiration 
of many councils who seek to use housing revenue receipts to invest.14 As a result, Ealing plans to deliver 
5,300 new homes through the CoCo over the next 15 years.15 The CoCo allows Ealing to assemble land 
for developer partners, such as housing associations, and directly deliver the housing tenures needed by 
the local community. The council will also develop market housing directly to cross-subsidise social and 
affordable housing and fund further deals.16 Since most of the council-owned land in Ealing is in use, the 
CoCo enables Ealing Council to invest in other under-used land and act more entrepreneurially regarding 
site acquisitions.17 This includes considering buying light industrial sites and changing planning conditions 
for housing, thus benefitting from the uplift in land value.18 

The model is also being used by other large councils in high demand areas (e.g. Croydon) and is supported 
by preliminary findings from the independent review of local authorities’ role in housing.19

11  HCA, (2012). South Bristol’s Regeneration Takes Major Step Forward. London: HCA. http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20170201043151/https://udc.
homesandcommunities.co.uk/news/south-bristols-regeneration-takes-major-step-forward.

12  Centre for Cities interviews.
13  Duxbury, N., (2013). ‘Ealing to establish development COCO.’ Inside Housing, 7 November 2013. Available at: https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/

ealing-to-establish-development-coco-37746. Accessed 3 September 2014.
14   London Councils, (2013). Meeting Londoners’ Housing Needs. Available at: http://www.londoncouncils.gov.uk/node/6360; Ealing Council, (2013) Housing 

Development Delivery Options Appraisal and Business Case Approval. Accessed 3 September 2014. Housing Development Delivery Options Appraisal and 
Business Case Approval (Item 18), http://ealing.cmis.uk.com/ealing/Meetings/tabid/70/ctl/ViewMeetingPublic/mid/397/Meeting/100/Committee/3/
Default.aspx. Urban Design London, (2014). Council-led Estate Regeneration.

15  Urban Design London, (2014). Council-led Estate Regeneration. http://www.urbandesignlondon.com/2014/03/. Accessed 8 September 2014.
16  Ealing Council, (2013) Housing Development Delivery Options Appraisal and Business Case Approval. Accessed 3 September 2014. Housing Development 

Delivery Options Appraisal and Business Case Approval (Item 18), http://ealing.cmis.uk.com/ealing/Meetings/tabid/70/ctl/ViewMeetingPublic/mid/397/
Meeting/100/Committee/3/Default.aspx. 

17  Centre for Cities interviews.
18  Centre for Cities interviews.
19  Apps, P., (2014). ‘Councils should form house building companies’. Inside Housing, 14 October 2014. http://www.insidehousing.co.uk/finance/councils-should-

form-house-building-companies/7006181.article?utm_medium=email&utm_%20source=Ocean+Media+&utm_campaign=4850431_ih-daily-14.10.14et&dm_
i=1HH2,2VYM7,9UZYDO,AG7U5,1.

http://www.centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-building-homes-where-we-need-them/
http://www.homesandcommunities.co.uk/news/south-bristols-regeneration-takes-major-step-forward
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20170201043151/https://udc.homesandcommunities.co.uk/news/south-bristols-regeneration-takes-major-step-forward
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20170201043151/https://udc.homesandcommunities.co.uk/news/south-bristols-regeneration-takes-major-step-forward
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/ealing-to-establish-development-coco-37746
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/ealing-to-establish-development-coco-37746
http://ealing.cmis.uk.com/ealing/Meetings/tabid/70/ctl/ViewMeetingPublic/mid/397/Meeting/100/Committee/3/Default.aspx
http://ealing.cmis.uk.com/ealing/Meetings/tabid/70/ctl/ViewMeetingPublic/mid/397/Meeting/100/Committee/3/Default.aspx
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/ealing-to-establish-development-coco-37746
http://ealing.cmis.uk.com/ealing/Meetings/tabid/70/ctl/ViewMeetingPublic/mid/397/Meeting/100/Committee/3/Default.aspx
http://ealing.cmis.uk.com/ealing/Meetings/tabid/70/ctl/ViewMeetingPublic/mid/397/Meeting/100/Committee/3/Default.aspx
http://www.insidehousing.co.uk/finance/councils-should-form-house-building-companies/7006181.article?utm_medium=email&utm_%20source=Ocean+Media+&utm_campaign=4850431_ih-daily-14.10.14et&dm_i=1HH2,2VYM7,9UZYDO,AG7U5,1
http://www.insidehousing.co.uk/finance/councils-should-form-house-building-companies/7006181.article?utm_medium=email&utm_%20source=Ocean+Media+&utm_campaign=4850431_ih-daily-14.10.14et&dm_i=1HH2,2VYM7,9UZYDO,AG7U5,1
http://www.insidehousing.co.uk/finance/councils-should-form-house-building-companies/7006181.article?utm_medium=email&utm_%20source=Ocean+Media+&utm_campaign=4850431_ih-daily-14.10.14et&dm_i=1HH2,2VYM7,9UZYDO,AG7U5,1
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Building new suburbs

Considering other available sites and not only favoring previously developed land can help the most 
successful cities provide the amount of homes they need.
 

Funding infrastructure upfront setting up a building tariff
Lead organisation: Milton Keynes Tariff 

Location: Milton Keynes, UK

Year: 2005 – 2016 

Keywords: Housing; Planning; Infrastructure

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Building homes where we need them

 
Milton Keynes stands out as the only city in the UK that has seen near constant economic growth over 
the last 10 years while maintaining stable and consistently affordable house prices. This is partly due to 
its consistent delivery of homes and infrastructure.20 Milton Keynes, benefitting in part from its status as 
a former New Town, has also capitalised on innovative ways of funding infrastructure to make these new 
homes viable. 

In 2004, to fund social and physical infrastructure in its strategic expansion areas, the city set a building 
tariff, or Strategic Land and Infrastructure Contract. Developers agreed to pay standardised contributions 
of £18,500 per residential dwelling and £260,000 per hectare of commercial land, using the legal 
framework of a section 106 agreement. Unlike a typical Section 106 agreement, Milton Keynes was able to 
borrow money from the Homes and Communities Agency to forward-fund infrastructure against expected 
tariff receipts, as HM Treasury was confident about the long-term certainty of receipts.21 Under the tariff 
model, the developer pays 75 per cent of the charge on completion rather than upfront, reducing their 
need for borrowing and allowing for greater certainty for both partners. Some payments can be delivered 
‘in kind’ if developers provide specified infrastructure or public space.22 

Despite its effectiveness, this model, which is providing a way of introducing property taxes on a local 
scale, is not used elsewhere in the UK. However, the community infrastructure levy offers a similar 
power, and will replace the tariff in Milton Keynes. The tariff provides a way of capturing the value of new 
residential rather than just commercial development (through business rates retention), which is the 
mechanism used for the funding of infrastructure at the Nine Elms redevelopment.23 However, the piloting 
of stamp duty retention could be a new mode of capturing value.

20  Centre for Cities, (2013). Cities Outlook 2013. https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/councils-should-form-house-building-companies-41527.
21  English Partnerships and Milton Keynes Partnership (2006). The Milton Keynes Tariff: An Overview of the Infrastructure Tariff and How it Works. Available at: 

http://www.eurim.org.uk/activities/psd/snsproc/MKPTariffBrochure.pdf. Accessed 1 September 2014.
22  English Partnerships and Milton Keynes Partnership (2006). The Milton Keynes Tariff: An Overview of the Infrastructure Tariff and How it Works. Available at: 

http://www.eurim.org.uk/activities/psd/snsproc/MKPTariffBrochure.pdf. Accessed 1 September 2014.
23  Pickford, J., (2013). ‘London project to use risky funding model’. Financial Times, 8 April 2013. http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/fcda4910-9f64-11e2-b4b6-

00144feabdc0.html#axzz3E8LMTWkC. Accessed 29 October 2014.

www.centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-building-homes-where-we-need-them/
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/councils-should-form-house-building-companies-41527
http://www.eurim.org.uk/activities/psd/snsproc/MKPTariffBrochure.pdf
http://www.eurim.org.uk/activities/psd/snsproc/MKPTariffBrochure.pdf
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/fcda4910-9f64-11e2-b4b6-00144feabdc0.html#axzz3E8LMTWkC
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/fcda4910-9f64-11e2-b4b6-00144feabdc0.html#axzz3E8LMTWkC
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Managing land pro-actively
Lead organisation: Milton Keynes Development Company

Location: Milton Keynes 

Keywords: Housing; Planning; Public assets 

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Building homes where we need them

 
In purchasing public land assets from national agencies, Milton Keynes recognised the value of local 
authority held land. This has enabled the city to benefit from uplift in land values and deliver housing more 
effectively. 

In 2008, between 20 and 25 per cent of the Homes and Communities Agency’s (HCA) assets by value 
were located in Milton Keynes. The city set up the wholly council-owned Milton Keynes Development 
Company in order to buy back the land. Acting at arm’s length to the council, the Company was able to 
operate on commercial principles. The city used this to secure £32 million of borrowing against HCA and 
other government funds such as the New Homes Bonus. Although separate from the council, half the 
board is appointed by Milton Keynes Council who ensure that the priority is development quality rather 
than the selling of land for the highest price.24

Funding new infrastructure using public assets
Lead organisation: Ørestad Development Corporation

Location: Ørestad, Copenhagen, Denmark

Year: 2000 

Keywords: Housing; Planning; Public assets; Infrastructure; Transport; International

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Building homes where we need them

 
Ørestad, a large urban extension to Copenhagen, demonstrates how cities can use their own land assets 
to deliver major infrastructure, making land more viable for developers. 

In 2000, a new bridge was built which connected Copenhagen to Malmö in Sweden. Leading up to this, 
the city identified the area between the city and the new bridge as suitable for high density housing. The 
Ørestad Development Corporation, created in 1992 as a joint venture between central and municipal 
government, masterplanned the area and provided the infrastructure, including the new Copenhagen 
Metro, before selling plots to private developer partners in phases.25 

The first two phases of the Metro were funded through 30-year government loans, and the increased land 
values achieved by its construction allowed the city to recoup the costs on sale and repay the loans, while 
the provision of infrastructure de-risked the site for private developers.26 The captured finance eventually 
proved insufficient to pay for the whole of the Metro, with a €1.6 billion shortfall paid for through additional 

24  Lock, D., (2013). ‘Residual New Town Assets Sold to Milton Keynes Council’. Town and Country Planning Association, February 2013, pp. 66-68. Available at: 
http://www.davidlock.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/February-2013.pdf. Accessed 1 September 2014.

25  COMET – Competitive Metropolises (2005). ‘Copenhagen: Ørestad’ in Large Scale Urban Projects. http://www.oeaw.ac.at/isr/comet/documents/Final_
Results/COMET_CTT/largesc/largesc-204.html. Accessed 1 September 2014.

26 Katz B. and Noring L. (2017) “The Copenhagen city and port development corporation”, https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/   
 csi_20170601_copenhagen_port_paper.pdf. 

www.centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-building-homes-where-we-need-them/
www.centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-building-homes-where-we-need-them/
http://www.davidlock.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/February-2013.pdf
http://www.oeaw.ac.at/isr/comet/documents/Final_Results/COMET_CTT/largesc/largesc-204.html. Accessed 1 September 2014
http://www.oeaw.ac.at/isr/comet/documents/Final_Results/COMET_CTT/largesc/largesc-204.html. Accessed 1 September 2014
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/csi_20170601_copenhagen_port_paper.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/csi_20170601_copenhagen_port_paper.pdf
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taxes, and an extended payback period.27 Even though the city regards Ørestad a success, the example 
demonstrates some of the long-term risks of Tax Increment Finance mechanisms. 

Using Compulsory Purchase Order powers fit for purpose
Lead organisation: ‘s-Hertogenbosch City Council

Location: Paleiskwartier, ‘s-Hertogenbosch, Netherlands

Keywords: Housing; Planning; Infrastructure; International

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Building homes where we need them

The creation of Paleiskwartier – a new neighbourhood in the Dutch town of ‘s-Hertogenbosch – was 
enabled by proactive land assembly, which demonstrates the benefits of streamlined land assembly tools. 

The Dutch active land policy – similar to the New Towns model – enables local authorities to buy land at 
existing use value. They then invest in infrastructure and services, subdivide the serviced land into plots, 
and sell them to house builders after which they can re-invest the profits.28 

In Paleiskwartier, the city assembled the land before selling it onto a public private partnership for 
development. The efficiency of Dutch tools of pre-emption and Compulsory Purchase Orders (CPO) meant 
that these could be used as bargaining tools to buy land from landowners. One site was bought from a 
building company in exchange for a building claim; another was bought by threatening the landowner, a 
developer, with CPO. These voluntary modes of land assembly are made possible and retain value for the 
municipality through the threat of compulsory purchase.29

Strategically releasing green belt (I)
Lead organisation: Cambridge Futures

Location: Cambridge; UK

Year: 2006 - 2013

Keywords: Housing; Planning; Infrastructure

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Building homes where we need them

Re-designating the green belt is politically fraught. This is because of the assumptions made by local 
communities and voters that all green belt land is of high quality and that building on any green belt land 
would undermine the benefits of containment, access and green space that the policy is known for. However, 
there are ways of ensuring that areas of green belt with the highest value to the public are protected whilst 
providing land for homes on areas with less value. 

27   Knowles, R., (2012). ‘Transit Oriented Development in Copenhagen, Denmark: from the Finger Plan to Ørestad’. Journal of Transport Geography 22. 251-261. 
Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jtrangeo.2012.01.009.

28  Buitelaar, E., (2010). ‘Cracks in the Myth: Challenges to Land Policy in the Netherlands’. Tijdschrift voor economische en sociale geografie. 101(3) http://
econpapers.repec.org/scripts/redir.pf?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.blackwell-synergy.com%2Fdoi%2Fabs%2F10.1111%2Fj.1467-9663.2010.00604.x;h=repec:bla:tvecs
g:v:101:y:2010:i:3:p:349-356.

29   Louw, E., (2008). Land assembly for urban transformation – the case of Hertogenbosch in The Netherlands. Land Use Policy. 25(1), January 2008, pp. 69-80. 
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0264837707000221.

www.centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-building-homes-where-we-need-them/
www.centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-building-homes-where-we-need-them/
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http://econpapers.repec.org/scripts/redir.pf?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.blackwell-synergy.com%2Fdoi%2Fabs%2F10.1111%2Fj.1467-9663.2010.00604.x;h=repec:bla:tvecsg:v:101:y:2010:i:3:p:349-356
http://econpapers.repec.org/scripts/redir.pf?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.blackwell-synergy.com%2Fdoi%2Fabs%2F10.1111%2Fj.1467-9663.2010.00604.x;h=repec:bla:tvecsg:v:101:y:2010:i:3:p:349-356
http://econpapers.repec.org/scripts/redir.pf?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.blackwell-synergy.com%2Fdoi%2Fabs%2F10.1111%2Fj.1467-9663.2010.00604.x;h=repec:bla:tvecsg:v:101:y:2010:i:3:p:349-356
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0264837707000221
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One example is green belt swaps, a policy supported by Government.30 Under this approach, green belt 
land is released for development on the basis that an equivalent area is protected elsewhere. Green belt 
swaps were a scheme originally proposed by Cambridge Futures, a pro-development collaboration between 
business leaders, politicians, government officers, professionals and academics which in 2000 provided a 
series of options for how to manage growth in the Cambridge area.31 Cambridge is one of the least affordable 
cities in the UK. The demand for housing has resulted in development ‘leapfrogging’ the green belt, resulting 
in - by 2000 - 40,000 daily commutes over it.32 Attempting to meet this need and build homes closer to 
the city, the city council released 215 hectares of green belt land through the 2006 local plan, and the city 
council and South Cambridgeshire released a further 272 hectares between 2006 and 2013.33,34 

However, the swap element of the approach has not been adopted.35 Attempts to extend the green belt 
around Waterbeach Village were rejected by the Planning Inspectorate.36 It is also unlikely to be present in 
the next local plan.37 However, the actions of Cambridge in strategically releasing a section of the green 
belt following a rigorous consultation and evaluation process, demonstrate an alternative to the piecemeal 
‘nibbling’ that cities are often accused of.

Strategically releasing green belt (II)
Lead organisation: Cheshire East Council

Location: Cheshire East; UK

Year: 2006 - 2013

Keywords: Housing; Planning; Infrastructure

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Building homes where we need them

Re-designating the green belt is politically fraught. This is because of the assumptions made by local 
communities and voters that all green belt land is of high quality and that building on any green belt 
land would undermine the benefits of containment, access and green space that the policy is known 
for. However, there are ways of ensuring that areas of green belt with the highest value to the public are 
protected whilst providing land for homes on areas with less value. 

Cheshire East also proposed green belt swaps in its draft local plan. The plan proposes the release of 
80 hectares of green belt land for a new community, as well as the designation of a new green belt area 
around a different historic town, preserving the openness that contributes to local character.38 The release 

30  Syal, R., (2012). ‘George Osborne plans deregulation of planning laws’. The Guardian, 2 September 2012. http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2012/sep/02/
george-osborne-deregulation-planning-laws. Accessed 29 October 2014.

31 Platt S (2015) Cambridge Futures 1990-2030. http://www.carltd.com/sites/carwebsite/files/CAR%20Platt%20Cambridge%20Futures%202030%20Traffic%20 
 in%20Towns.pdf.
32 Platt S (2015) Cambridge Futures 1990-2030. http://www.carltd.com/sites/carwebsite/files/CAR%20Platt%20Cambridge%20Futures%202030%20Traffic%20 
 in%20Towns.pdf.
33  Marrs, C., (2012) ‘How we did it: Deallocating green belt land’ Planning, 2 November 2012 http://www.planningresource.co.uk/article/1157415/it-deallocating-

greenbeltland. Accessed 3 September 2014.
34   DCLG and National Statistics, (2008) Local Planning Authority Green Belt Statistics: England 2007 http://www.rsnonline.org.uk/phocadownload/

greenbeltstats07.pdf, accessed 16 September 2014; DCLG and National Statistics, (2014) Local authority green belt statistics for England: 2012 to 2013 https://
www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/287281/Green_Belt_Statistics_England_2012-13.pdf.

35  CPRE, (2013). Greenbelt and the National Planning Policy Framework: 18 months on. London: CPRE. http://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/housing-and-planning/
green-belts/item/download/3203. Accessed 29 October 2014.

36  Planning Inspectorate, (2014). Appeal Decision, Land to the west of Cody Road, Waterbeach, Cambridge CB25 9LS. https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/sites/
default/files/documents/rd-strat-330.pdf . Accessed 29 October 2014.

37  Centre for Cities interviews. 
38  Millar, S., (2013). Council proposes green belt land swap. Planning. http://www.planningresource.co.uk/article/1166125/council-proposes-green-belt-land-

swap. Accessed 29 October 2014.
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of green belt land, if approved, will enable a new settlement at Handforth East, which will allow the council 
to deliver infrastructure and facilities that would be impossible with numerous small scale developments.39 

The proposals for a green belt swap came following a strategic Green Belt Assessment which, as in 
Cambridge, judged the value of green belt land according to its functions, and identified areas that would 
be appropriate for development.40 

Communities allocating land for homes and parks 
Lead organisation: Green Ring Leipzig

Location: Leipzig-Halle, Germany 

Year:1996 

Keywords: Housing; Planning; International

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Building homes where we need them

An alternative designation that protects well used green space while releasing land for housing is the Green Ring. 

In the 1990s, Leipzig in Germany needed new homes but was at risk of urban sprawl. The green ring 
initiative was established in 1996 to identify poorly kept sites around the city which it strategically 
developed for homes or enhanced for high quality recreational spaces. It allows for strategic housing 
development on some land while protecting and improving other ‘green’ areas. Under the programme, 
partners collectively agree on housing or environmental improvements in specific areas.41 

In Leipzig, fourteen municipalities, two rural districts and various other organisations, firms and 
individuals coordinate the programme, ensuring stability and a balance of priorities across a number of 
interest groups.42 By engaging different parties in allocating under-used land for housing, amenities and 
environmental improvements, development is more likely to be supported. 

Delivering housing across a region

Cities in the UK and internationally are working with their neighbouring authorities to get the housing they need. 

Working in partnership with neighbouring authorities
Lead organisation: Cambridge sub-regional housing board

Location: Cambridge; UK 

Keywords: Housing; Planning; Infrastructure; Transport

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Building homes where we need them

39  Cheshire East Council, (2012). Cheshire East Local Plan: Shaping Our Future: Draft Development Strategy. http://www.cheshireeast.gov.uk/planning/spatial_
planning/cheshire_east_local_plan/local_plan_consultations/development_strategy.aspx and http://moderngov.cheshireeast.gov.uk/ecminutes/documents/
s20766 Accessed 29 October 2014.

40 Cheshire East Council, (2013). Cheshire East Local Plan Evidence Base: Green Belt Asesessment, September 2013. http://www.bollington-tc.gov.uk/uploads/ 
 Green_Belt_Assessment_Sept_2013_Bollington_Extract.pdf. Accessed 29 October 2014. 
41   Westerlink, J. et al., (2013). ‘Dealing with Sustainability Trade-Offs of the Compact City in Peri-Urban Planning Across European City Regions.’ European Planning 

Studies, 21:4, 473-497. http://tandfonline.com. Accessed 1 September 2014.
42  Westerlink, J. et al., (2013) ‘Dealing with Sustainability Trade-Offs of the Compact City in Peri-Urban Planning Across European City Regions.’ European Planning 

Studies, 21:4, 473-497 http://tandfonline.com. Accessed 1 September 2014.
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Cambridge’s ability to deliver housing changed in the mid-2000s with the establishment of the Cambridge 
sub-regional housing board, supported by Cambridge Futures. 
This collaborative approach (including the legacy of Cambridge Futures) resulted in a consensus on the 
need to both increase the density in the city and expand through transport-oriented urban extensions.43 
The city and its neighbouring authorities now strategically plan for housing together, including the recent 
Market Needs Assessment which assessed green belt land, supplying a pipeline of sites across the sub-
region. They are assisted by various coordinating authorities: the Joint Development Control Committees 
allows Cambridge City Council, South Cambridgeshire District Council and Cambridgeshire County Council 
to make joint decisions on planning applications.44 Additionally, the non-statutory Cambridgeshire and 
Peterborough Joint Strategic Planning Unit coordinate on strategic plans.45 

This cross-boundary co-operation will be enshrined in the next Local Plan, intended to be drawn up jointly 
with the city council, South Cambridgeshire District Council and the county council on transport matters.46 
These measures demonstrate how the councils moved towards agreement that growth could only be 
achieved by joint working, and moved beyond the weak duty to co-operate.47 

Incentivising local authorities to form planning partnerships
Lead organisation: Montpellier Agglomération

Year: 2001 – to present 

Location: Montpellier, France

Keywords: Housing; Planning; Infrastructure; Transport; International

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Building homes where we need them

Montpellier has had the largest population growth of any French city over the last 50 years.48 Through 
a national scheme that incentivises joint working with neighbouring authorities, it has developed and 
implemented a long-term plan for the city-region’s housing requirements. 

Since the 1960s, France has been devolving powers to city-regions and empowering city mayors.49 In 1982, 
Montpellier formed a joint authority, initially limited to 14 communes and primarily focused on city-regional 
transport infrastructure.50 Through the 1990s, the Public Establishment for Intermunicipal Cooperation (EPCI) 
continued to strengthen regional governance structures with financial incentives to encourage municipalities 
to form city-region governments.51 In 2001 the Montpellier Agglomération was formed through the EPCI as a 
partnership of 31 communes led by the city’s Mayor. Although the Agglomération does not cover the entire 
city-region, it allows for strategic planning, a forum for cooperation and a means of delivering infrastructure 
for new development. The Agglomération develops a 15 year spatial development plan (SCOT) for both local 

43  Cambridge Horizons, (2007). Cambridgeshire Quality Charter for Growth. Available at: https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/
cambridgeshire_quality_charter_2010.pdf Accessed 2 September 2014.

44  South Cambridgeshire District Council, (2014). ‘Joint Planning Arrangements’. https://www.scambs.gov.uk/content/joint-planning-arrangements. Accessed 17 
October 2014.

45   Cambridge City Council, (2013). Draft Local Plan. http://www.cambridgeppf.org/wp-content/uploads/CambridgePPFcomLocalPlanDraft-Sep2013issued1.pdf
46  Centre for Cities interviews.
47  Marrs, C., (2012) ‘How we did it: Deallocating green belt land’, Planning, 2 November 2012 http://www.planningresource.co.uk/article/1157415/it-deallocating-

green-beltland. Accessed 2 September 2014.
48    AB Real Estate (n.d.), Montpellier – by far the fastest growing city in France http://www.ab-real-estate.com/newsletters/nl22/property-agent-languedoc-

roussillon-nl22-montpellier.php Accessed on 1 July 2014. 
49  Hall, P., (2014). Good Cities, Better Lives: How Europe Discovered the Lost Art of Urbanism. Abingdon: Routledge.
50  Hall, P., (2014). Good Cities, Better Lives: How Europe Discovered the Lost Art of Urbanism. Abingdon: Routledge.
51  Cole, A and John, P. (2001) Local Governance in England and France: Routledge. https://www.enhr.net/documents/2011%20France/WS04/PAPER-YvanTosics-

WS04.pdf.
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communes and the city-region as a whole. This covers housing and infrastructure, stipulating categories of 
density, growth areas and transport, and a long-term delivery plan for city growth.52 

Prior to the Agglomération, local councils worked independently with little co-ordination. Now the 
Agglomération provides strategic leadership, and the SCOT provides a comprehensive plan and delivery 
framework to provide housing across the metropolitan area. Montpellier can now plan for growth 
with the appropriate infrastructure, using pre-emptive land assembly to coherently develop across 
bureaucratic boundaries.

Enforcing co-operation through national strategic planning
Lead organisation: Dutch Government 

Location: Netherlands

Year: 1995 – 2005

Keywords: Housing; Planning; International

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Building homes where we need them

By assigning decisions that concern cross-boundary working to a higher regional or national level, local 
authorities are less likely to come into conflict over decision-making. Their co-operation is then incentivised 
through the guarantee of investment deals.53 The Dutch VINEX policy, from a report issued in 1991 for the 
period 1995-2005, strategically designated sites for delivering housing nationally over the long-term. 

As in the UK, around 80 per cent of funding for local services in the Netherlands comes from central 
government, but in the Dutch context it is administered through central plans.54 Central government 
provides subsidies to the region to cover land acquisition, decontamination and public transport 
infrastructure costs. Regions then sign covenants with national government, which outline their spatial 
plans, but the local authorities implement the development with independent planning powers.55 This 
requires local authorities to work together under the regional authority. Conflict over whether or not 
development would take place was taken out of local authority hands as strategic decisions were taken 
nationally. Furthermore, money for the local costs of development was allocated nationally and decisions 
made in working groups. Therefore there was a strong incentive to carry out the development as part of a 
strategic decision making process.56 

The policy has delivered compact neighbourhoods close to existing cities, in areas well connected to 
services and jobs. Neighbourhoods included inner-city brownfield sites, urban extensions and semi-
independent satellite towns; but all were compact and well connected to existing cities. 750,000 homes 
were built nationally during the VINEX period, 60 per cent of which were through the scheme. Most (61 
per cent) have been on suburban sites just outside of the city.57 The development sites were chosen by 

52  Tosics, I., (2011). ‘Towards balanced metropolitan housing markets: the role of government, planning policy and financial regulations.’ Enhr Conference 2011. 
Available at: https://www.enhr.net/documents/2011%20France/WS04/PAPER-YvanTosics-WS04.pdf. Accessed 2 September 2014; Nilsson, K. et al., (2013) 
Peri-urban futures: Scenarios and models for land use change in Europe London: Springer.

53  Boeijenga, J. and Mensink, J., (2008). Vinex Atlas. Rotterdam: 010 Publishers.
54  Hall, P., (2014). Good Cities, Better Lives: How Europe Discovered the Lost Art of Urbanism. Abingdon: Routledge. P. 167.
55  Hall, P., (2014). Good Cities, Better Lives: How Europe Discovered the Lost Art of Urbanism. Abingdon: Routledge. P. 169.
56  Boeijenga, J. and Mensink, J., (2008). Vinex Atlas. Rotterdam: 010 Publishers.
57  F alk, N (2013). ‘Garden cities, compact towns or what?’. Urbed. Ecobuild 2013 Presentation. Available at: http://www.slideshare.net/urbed/

ecobuild-2013-04-032013. Accessed 3 September 2014.
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national government through working groups of national, regional and municipal authorities.58 This three-
tier system has been embedded in national spatial development since 1958 and enshrines cross-boundary 
co-operation into the planning process. 

VINEX was replaced in 2006 by the Nota Ruimte which is a more decentralised policy. Projects are 
still nationally co-ordinated, but there is more provincial decision making in which local authorities are 
encouraged to bring about small-scale housing developments.59 Where visions or priorities do not align, 
national strategic planning can ensure that housing is delivered by backing local authorities with a clear 
plan and the tools to deliver homes where they are needed most.

Making the most of TfL assets to support affordable housing 
Lead organisation(s):  Transport of London

Location:  London, UK

Keywords: City partnerships; Housing  

Read the full report here: Delivering change: how city partnerships make the most of public 
assets

With the central government’s removal of its capital grant, Transport for London (TfL) has been forced to 
raise more revenue to fund itself and its capital investment. Lack of affordable housing in the capital is 
an economic as well as a social problem identified by the Mayor of London and business bodies such as 
London First. Elected in 2016, Sadiq Khan has set out a clear vision for affordable housing in London and 
TfL and partners understand that they need to support this vision. 

TfL brought in expertise from large developers to set up a Property Partnership Framework (PPF) so that 
it can collaborate with developers to deliver affordable housing in line with the broader vision quickly. 
This also helps meet the objective of the TfL Business Plan, which aims to earn £3.4 billion in non-fares 
income by 2023. TfL has a large, diverse, and strategically important asset base with huge potential to 
support, shape, and also limit growth, covering 5,700 acres (including road and railways). With the work 
of the PPF, it took TfL six months to fully understand its assets and what opportunities existed within 
them that fitted the Mayor’s economic vision for London. Working with Deloitte, over 500 potential major 
development sites were narrowed down to less than 75 for consideration within the PPF. The previous 
strategy of asset disposal has now become a strategy of entering into partnerships with developers. This 
brings with it both greater risk and greater opportunities requiring a change of mindset, and the addition 
of specialist skills and capacity. The PPF is made up of 13 developers out of over 50 applications, which 
frontloaded the administrative burden of setting up joint ventures on each site. This selection process is 
designed to speed up the creation of joint ventures for sites as they are brought forward. To offer each site 
individually without the PPF would impose a greater administrative burden on TfL and developers, and slow 
down the procurement process as sites would also have to be offered through the The Official Journal of 
the European Union (OJEU). TfL could have decided to avoid some of these burdens by choosing a single 
development partner, but the volume and variety of sites would be too great for any single developer. The 
framework should allow TfL to release one site per month. Collaborating with the PPF also allows TfL to 

58 Galle, M. and Modderman, E., (1997) ‘VINEX: National Spatial Planning Policy in the Netherlands during the Nineties’ in Netherlands Journal of Housing and the  
 Built Environment, Vol. 12 (1), pp. 9-35.
59  Falk, N (2013). ‘Garden cities, compact towns or what?’. Urbed. Ecobuild 2013 Presentation. Available at: http://www.slideshare.net/urbed/

ecobuild-2013-04-032013. Accessed 3 September 2014.
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do soft market-testing of sites with partners and improve the offer according to responses. Setting up a 
partnership of this kind is difficult and requires expertise. 

According to TfL, the essential requirement for making such a partnership work is to make sure that the right 
people are in place who have the appropriate commercial experience and skills to understand the value of 
the assets and their market potential. TfL’s commercial development team has grown from five to 30 people 
in recent years. TfL’s Head of Commercial, Graeme Craig, has said that to get a ‘private sector’ development 
team that can achieve the mayor’s aims and TfL’s business plan requires wages comparable to those paid in 
the private sector. The team includes former heads of retail at major developers such as Land Securities who 
have experience in identifying the opportunities and risks in the market. It can be a difficult thing to argue for, 
but to be more commercial, organisations need to understand their environment and their partners. The first 
of the PPF sites, for 400 homes at Kidbrooke in a joint venture of TfL and Triangle London Developments, also 
benefited from strong personal relationships (see section 5). Network Rail owns 26 per cent of the site and 
has allowed TfL to use this land in order to enable an improved transport hub. These negotiations are likely to 
have been aided by the strong relationship between current chair of Network Rail, Sir Peter Hendy, who is also 
the former Commissioner of TfL and Mike Brown, his successor.

Influencing development using public assets

Cities in which the private sector property market (residential or commercial) is stronger, can use their 
public asset base to influence how and what kind of development takes place in ways that align with their 
vision for the city.

Using public sector to deliver more affordable housing
Lead organisation: London Borough of Camden

Location: Camden, London, UK

Year: 2010 – to present 

Keywords: Public assets; Planning; Innovation, Housing

Read the full report here: Delivering change: Making the most of public assets

The London Borough of Camden is using publicly owned land and property to shape development in their 
area, specifically to ensure that more affordable housing is supplied than would be through the private 
market alone. This is driven by a desire to ensure that the borough remains affordable to people on lower 
and medium incomes that are increasingly being priced out. In 2015, average house prices were 19 times 
higher than average earnings in Camden, the fourth highest house price to earnings ratio in London – 
which is the second least affordable city in the UK.60,61 

The Community Investment Programme is a 15 year asset investment plan aimed at building new homes 
– many of which are for shared-ownership – and schools, funded through the selling of part of those new 
developments. The council identified outdated assets that were put on sale to generate capital receipts, 
which were then used alongside prudential borrowing to redevelop existing estates and to build new 

60 Land Registry, Ratio of House Prices to Earnings February 2015, DCLG .
61  Clarke E, Nohrova N and Thomas E (2014) Building homes where we need them, London: Centre for Cities.
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properties. The timing was important, as partners report that the economic downturn provided a good 
opportunity to start being more proactive during what was a quieter property market at the time. The 
budget cuts faced by the borough have also been an additional incentive to find innovative ways to deliver 
growth and social services more efficiently. 

Through this building and selling approach, the council managed to build the first new council housing 
in the borough in 30 years, as well as redevelop existing estates. Although the strategy has proven 
effective so far, partners in Camden are looking to other financial models as the London market becomes 
more challenging. It is becoming more difficult for the council to act as developer: in addition to growing 
construction costs, a shortage of skilled construction labour is increasing the competition from larger and 
established private developers, who are able to attract skilled labour with a longer pipeline of work. 

Fears of being saddled with a significant sales risk are also pushing partners to exploring options including 
developing housing for private rent. This option would continue to provide affordable housing, as partners 
feel even shared-ownership is not an accessible option for enough people. Rental income would also 
provide a source of revenue to fund local services and re-invest locally.
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More information
 
The case studies in this document come from the reports:

‘Delivering change: making the most of public assets’ published in 2015. Read it at: www.
centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-making-the-most-of-public-assets/ 

‘Delivering change: building homes where we need them’ published in 2014. Read it at: www.
centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-building-homes-where-we-need-them/

Delivering Change, how city partnerships make the most of public assets. Read it at: http://www.
centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-city-partnerships-make-public-assets/

You can find more case studies on our website across key areas of economic growth policy such as 
housing, transport, business growth and innovation.

Go to our website at www.centreforcities.org for more.

August 2017

Centre for Cities
Second Floor

9 Holyrood Street
London SE1 2EL

020 7803 4300
info@centreforcities.org
www.centreforcities.org

© Centre for Cities 2017

Centre for Cities is a registered charity (No 1119841) and a  
company limited by guarantee registered in England (No 6215397)

http://www.centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-city-partnerships-make-public-assets/
http://www.centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-city-partnerships-make-public-assets/
www.centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-making-the-most-of-public-assets/
www.centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-building-homes-where-we-need-them/
mailto:info@centreforcities.org
www.centreforcities.org
http://www.centreforcities.org/publication/delivering-change-city-partnerships-make-public-assets/

