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The end of the inexorable?
One of the given assumptions in UK housing policy

over several decades has been that the inexorable

growth of owner-occupation will continue; the only

debates have been around how slow or rapid that

growth will be, and how far that growth should be

further encouraged by government policies. 

However, 2005 saw a fall in the percentage of home-

owner dwellings in England – albeit only marginally

– to 70.4 per cent; down from 70.5 per cent a year

earlier. That fall mirrored the further rapid growth in

the private rented sector, the decline in the level of

right to buy (RTB) sales following the introduction

of lower regional and local cash limits on RTB

discounts in recent years (see Compendium Table 20

and Contemporary issues Chapter 1), and the

further rise in affordability constraints over the year

(see Commentary Chapter 3).

While a notable departure this small proportionate

fall should not be exaggerated. It applied to

England, but not Scotland and Wales, and even in

England there was still a strong growth in the

numbers of home-owner dwellings over the year (up

by 91,000). It remains to be seen whether this

departure is just a blip. There is still an underlying

growth trend in home-ownership, as the more rapid

growth in previous decades works its way through

into the higher proportions of older home-owners,

and there can be no presumption that the rapid

growth in private renting over the last decade will be

sustained in the years ahead. 

While a fall in the numbers and percentage of

home-owner dwellings is also shown for Northern

Ireland this is a result of a statistical adjustment to

the 2005 figures following the 2001 Census and the

2001 and 2004 house condition surveys; no similar

adjustment has yet been made to the data for the

immediately preceeding years and there is a clear

discontinuity in the series. 

Our green and pleasant land
There is a widely based consensus that effective use

should be made of ‘brownfield sites’; that is sites

that have been previously been developed. DCLG

has a target that 60 per cent of all new housing

should be built on brownfield sites. Since the turn of

the millennium this target has been comfortably

met, with 74 per cent of all new dwellings

(including conversions of existing buildings) in

2005 having been built on brownfield sites. 

The proportion of new housing built of brownfield

sites is exceptionally high in London, where in 2005,

98 per cent of all new build housing was built on

brownfield sites. Figure 2.2.1 shows that outside of

London other regional variations are far less marked,

and there is no simple ‘North-South’ divide in the

proportionate use of brownfield land for new

housing. Only in the East Midlands in 2005 was less

than 60 per cent of all new house building on

brownfield sites. 

The DCLG anticipates that the national target will

continue to be met until 2008, but thereafter the

rate of building on brownfield sites will decline as

developments begin in the designated ‘growth areas’

around London. However, in this context it should

be noted that the ‘net urban footprint’ of new

housing development is to some degree offset by the

conversion of brownfield sites back to ‘undeveloped

Figure 2.2.1 New dwellings built on brownfield sites
100

80

60

40

20

0

North Yorkshire North West East East London South South England
East & The Humber West Midlands Midlands East West

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
s

Data for 2005: includes the conversions of existing buildings.



Commentary

56

uses’. Over the last decade some 20 per cent of all

brownfield sites brought back into use have been for

‘undeveloped’ uses, which includes the creation of

new parks, as well as mineral extraction and interim

use as landfill sites.

In contrast, DCLG targets for the maintenance of

designated green belts are set out in terms of

maintaining the net area of land designated for green

belts; an approach which offsets ‘inflows and

outflows’. There is an argument that targets for the

use of brownfield and greenfield sites should be set

in similar terms. This would, for example, remove the

current bias against converting brownfield sites to

provide more parks and leisure facilities to enhance

the attractiveness and sustainability of existing towns

and cities, while offsetting this with more housing

development on greenfield sites elsewhere. 

In overall terms domestic housing accounts for just 5

per cent of the total land area in England, and of that

some four-fifths is represented by gardens. 88 per

cent of all English land is green, and a further 2 per

cent is water (lakes, canals and reservoirs). Railways,

roads and paths account for a further 3 per cent of all

land, and less than 1 per cent is accounted for non-

domestic buildings. Figure 2.2.2 shows just how few

areas in England have less than 90 per cent green

land. 

Table 2.2.1 shows the proportion of different land

uses for each of the regions of England, and the

sharp contrast between London and all the other

regions. In London two-fifths of the land is ‘green’,

Percentage greenspace
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over 90%

Produced by Planning & Land Use Statistics Division (PLUS1)

Crown Copyright Reserved ODPM 100018986 (2005)

Figure 2.2.2 Percentage of land that is greenspace by local authority
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just under a third is housing, and just over a quarter

is accounted for by roads, railways, non-domestic

buildings and other uses. In all the other regions,

including the South East, the green proportion is

either a little over or a little under 90 per cent. 

These figures put into perspective the frequently

heard emotive rhetoric about ‘concreting over

southern England’. It would take a 10 per cent

increase in built up areas to make even a 1 per cent

reduction in the proportion of green land. It is also

of interest that the largest element within the ‘built’

environment’ is accounted for by domestic gardens,

that occupy almost four times as much land as the

flats and houses they accompany. In London

domestic gardens represent virtually a quarter of all

land. Indeed if gardens were counted as part of the

‘green’ environment, the overall green portion would

rise to just over 94 per cent of all land. 

The government’s policies requiring far greater

densities for new housing developments will reduce

the future rise in the footprint of domestic gardens.

It is not clear that this is an unalloyed gain for a

green agenda, given the evidence from English

Nature that domestic gardens are more supportive of

bio-diversity than agricultural land, much of which

has been subjected to high levels of chemical

management. 

New household projections
New household projections have now become

available for England, Scotland and Wales. The new

English projections are set out in the Contemporary

issues Chapter 3, that discusses the government’s

research and policy response to the Barker report. 

The key components of the new projections for

Scotland are set out in Tables 2.2.2 and 2.2.3. Table

2.2.2 shows that virtually all of the projected 13.1 per

cent growth in household numbers over the 20 years

to 2024 is as a result of the expected reduction in

average size of households. The Scottish population

over the period is expected to grow by just 21,300 – 

or 0.4 per cent. The most rapid growth is expected in

the form of one person households (46.7 per cent)

and single parent households (43.9 per cent). 

Table 2.2.3 shows that the numbers of household

heads aged 85 or over is expected to double to almost

120,000 in 2004. At the same time the numbers of

household heads aged 35-54 is expected to decline by

some 45,000; almost equivalent to the anticipated

growth in the numbers of households heads aged

under 35. In other words virtually all of the

household growth in Scotland relates to household

heads aged 55 or over.

The key components of the new projections for 

Wales are set out in Table 2.2.4. In Wales there is an

increase in the underlying population projections 

(6.6 per cent between 2003 and 2026), as well as an

increase in household numbers based on the trend

towards smaller households. Altogether household

numbers are projected to rise by almost a fifth

between 2003 and 2026, to 1,479 thousand. The

fastest growth is among single person households,

and they account for a half of the total projected

increase by 2026. While there is only a very small

projected growth in the total numbers of couples,

there is a sharp projected increase in the proportion

of cohabiting couples, partly offset by a projected

decline in the numbers of married couples.

Table 2.2.1 Land use in England in 2001
Percentages

Region Green Built
Green land Water All green Houses Gardens Road, rail etc. Buildings Other etc. All built

North East 91.4 1.4 92.8 0.9 2.4 2.3 0.5 1.1 7.2
North West 84.0 5.1 89.1 1.4 4.2 3.1 0.8 1.5 11.0
Yorkshire & The Humber 89.7 1.7 91.4 1.0 3.3 2.4 0.6 1.3 8.6
East Midlands 89.9 1.9 91.8 0.9 3.4 2.2 0.5 1.2 8.2
West Midlands 88.0 1.0 89.0 1.2 4.8 2.8 0.8 1.4 11.0
East of England 88.9 2.4 91.3 0.9 3.9 2.1 0.5 1.2 8.6
London 38.4 2.8 41.2 8.5 24.0 14.0 4.8 7.3 58.6
South East 85.7 2.1 87.8 1.3 6.0 2.8 0.7 1.5 12.3
South West 91.1 1.9 93.0 0.8 2.9 1.9 0.4 1.0 7.0

England 88.0 2.2 90.2 1.1 4.1 2.6 0.7 1.3 9.8 

Source: Generalised Land Use Database Statistics for England, ODPM 2005.
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Table 2.2.2 Household projections for Scotland, by type of household, 2004-2024

Household size Household type 2004 2009 2014 2019 2024 Change 2004-2024

One person households 1 adult: male 331,940 374,970 416,570 454,460 487,080 155,130 46.7%

1 adult: female 435,940 472,600 511,780 546,060 578,290 142,340 32.7%

Two person households 2 adults 672,160 712,110 753,210 788,670 810,770 138,610 20.6%

1 adult, 1 child 82,930 94,190 103,380 111,390 119,320 36,390 43.9%

3+ person households 1 adult, 2+ children 65,420 68,540 70,940 74,340 79,170 13,750 21.0%

2+ adults, 1+ children 457,800 420,100 379,470 345,600 317,250 - 140,540 - 30.7%

3+ adults 199,500 191,280 180,590 165,840 148,970 - 50,530 - 25.3%

All households 2,245,710 2,333,790 2,415,920 2,486,370 2,540,850 295,140 13.1%

Private household population 4,991,840 5,025,170 5,028,460 5,028,990 5,013,130 21,300 0.4%

Average household size 2.22 2.15 2.08 2.02 1.97 - 0.25 - 11.3%

Source: General Register Office for Scotland website.

Table 2.2.3 Household projections for Scotland by age of the head of household, 2004-2024

Age of head Change 

of household 2004 2009 2014 2019 2024 2004-2024

16-24 105,860 116,060 116,620 112,190 112,950 7,090 6.7%

25-29 140,250 161,250 173,610 175,190 165,550 25,310 18.0%

30-34 193,880 170,450 192,770 207,540 209,040 15,160 7.8%

35-44 465,650 447,090 393,470 387,730 425,090 - 40,560 - 8.7%

45-54 409,780 457,210 486,000 461,910 404,740 - 5,050 - 1.2%

55-59 197,040 192,760 209,590 230,630 230,640 33,600 17.1%

60-64 164,190 191,860 185,470 199,310 216,750 52,550 32.0%

65-74 302,670 311,260 344,230 364,170 373,060 70,390 23.3%

75-84 210,060 216,370 233,270 251,260 286,240 76,180 36.3%

85+ 56,330 69,490 80,880 96,440 116,790 60,460 107.3%

All households 2,245,710 2,333,790 2,415,920 2,486,370 2,540,850 295,140 13.1% 

Source: General Register Office for Scotland website.



Stock condition
The latest figures from the (now annual) English

House Condition Survey show continuing progress in

reducing the numbers of ‘non-decent’ homes

(Compendium Table 23). However, the government

has now acknowledged that, despite the significant

improvements, it will not meet its target that all

social sector housing should meet the decency

standard by 2010. While in part this is a result of

insufficient levels of government funding, it also

reflects decisions by a number of councils either not

to set up ALMOs, or undertake stock transfers in

order to access the funding available through those

channels. 

The government is still likely to reach its more

modest target to reduce the proportion of

‘vulnerable’ households living in non-decent private

sector housing to 30 per cent by 2010. By 2004 the

proportion was 36 per cent, compared to 43 per cent

just three years earlier. Future progress towards this

target is likely to slow, however, unless there is a

reversal in the declining level of support being

provided for improvement grants in England

(Compendium Table 27).

In total, an estimated £42 billion would be required

to bring the entire English housing stock up to the

Decent Homes Standard; of which £4.3 billion

relates to the council sector, and just £1.4 billion

relates to the housing association sector. An

estimated £7.6 billion would be required to bring all

of the private sector dwellings occupied by

vulnerable households up to the standard, and

almost £30 billion for the private sector dwellings

occupied by ‘non-vulnerable’ households. 

Wales

The latest figures on stock condition in Wales are

shown in Compendium Table 24. These are from the

new ‘Living in Wales’ survey, which is a combined

social and stock condition survey. By 2004 there

were less than 60,000 unfit dwellings in Wales,
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Table 2.2.4 Household projections for Wales, by type of household, 2003-2026
Thousands

Household type 2003 2006 2011 2016 2021 2026 Change 2003-2026

Couples:

married 585.8 576.9 562.9 554.3 547.5 538.2 - 47.6 - 8.1%

cohabiting 98.2 114.3 134.5 150.1 161.1 169.2 71.0 72.3%

all 684.0 691.2 697.4 704.4 708.6 707.4 23.4 3.4%

Lone parent 103.2 109.7 116.3 120.3 122.7 124.0 20.8 20.2%

One person 368.6 392.6 433.9 477.8 519.0 554.1 185.5 50.3%

Other multi-person 79.8 81.5 84.7 88.2 91.0 93.1 13.3 16.7%

All households 1,235.6 1,274.9 1,332.3 1,390.8 1,441.3 1,478.5 242.9 19.7%

Private household population 2,894.0 2,935.0 2,973.2 3,016.4 3,056.7 3,084.4 190.4 6.6%

Average household size 2.34 2.30 2.23 2.17 2.12 2.09 - 0.3 - 10.7%

Concealed families 7.7 7.6 7.7 7.7 7.8 7.7 0.0 0.0%

Source: SDR 30/2006, National Assembly for Wales website.
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Table 2.2.5 Private sector improvement grants in Northern Ireland (approvals)

Numbers £ (000s)
1999/00 2000/01 2001/02 2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 1999/00 2000/01 2001/02 2002/03 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06

Renovation 1,369 1,584 1,435 1,497 1,420 1,200 1,143 14,685 1,720 15,774 16,523 15,834 14,180 13,083
Replacement 351 373 340 277 209 185 170 10,129 11,066 10,158 8,314 6,218 5,555 5,123
Repairs 3,509 3,820 3,382 3,758 3,337 2,089 854 2,302 2,400 2,140 2,273 2,077 1,879 1,242
Minor works 1,944 2,378 2,413 2,973 2,841 1,884 3,151 1,602 2,007 2,081 2,592 2,620 5,072 8,345
HMO 146 174 183 178 214 229 209 2,918 3,485 3,910 3,687 4,458 4,626 3,983
Disabled facilities 1,386 1,564 1,600 1,564 1,579 1,416 1,667 6,898 7,778 8,543 9,567 10,365 10,430 13,901

Total Grants 8,705 9,893 9,353 10,247 9,600 7,009 7,194 38,534 43,945 42,606 42,956 41,572 41,742 45,677

Source: Northern Ireland Housing Statistics, 2005-06.
Note: Minor Works figures include Home Repairs Assistance grants, which replaced them from December 2003.

representing just under 5 per cent of the total stock.

A further one in five occupied dwellings were

assessed to be ‘defective’.

Altogether, the costs of dealing with disrepair in the

Welsh housing stock, to bring it up to the Welsh

house condition survey standard (set in 1993) was

assessed at £1.6 billion, of which some £200 million

related to the council housing sector. However, it

was also assessed that a further £600 million would

be required to bring all occupied dwellings (other

than second homes) in Wales up to the higher

‘Welsh Housing Quality Standard’. 

Northern Ireland

Compendium Table 26 includes results from the

2004 Northern Ireland House Condition Survey, and

this shows a continuing reduction in the small

proportion of unfit dwellings, and dwellings without

central heating. In both cases these represented just

3 per cent of the total housing stock in Northern

Ireland by 2004. 

Expenditure on private sector improvement grants in

Northern Ireland, from 1999/00 onwards, are set out

in Table 2.2.5. It should be noted that these are

based on approvals rather than completions, which

tend to be around 10 per cent lower in each year.

Even so this suggests that outturn support for

improvement grants in Northern Ireland is higher

than in Scotland, despite having a private housing

sector only a third of the size of that in Scotland.

However, pro rata to the size of the private sector

housing stock, support for improvement grants is

lower still in England. 
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