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New housing supply in England rises but the backlog remains
A further upturn in new building and other additions to the English housing stock

in 2017/18 brought total net output up to 222,000 dwellings. Table 2.2.1, showing

net additions, is based on MHCLG data which now provide the broadly accepted

basis for judging growth in housing supply. The figures for new build completions

are markedly higher than those from the quarterly statistics produced by local

authorities on new housebuilding, also shown in the table (last year’s Review

explained why there are differences in these figures). 

from the number of one-person households, projected to grow by 26 per cent by

2041, driven principally by increases in the number of people aged over 65 years

who will be living on their own.

A question mark remains over the official population projections and hence also the

household figures because of the continuing uncertainty of the impact of Brexit. If

the UK economy is adversely affected, as discussed in Commentary Chapter 1, then

this has a direct effect on migration to and from the UK as well as on potential

household formation. In addition, of course, net migration from the EU also appears

to have been affected by uncertainty about Britain’s post-Brexit immigration policy. 

The long-awaited immigration white paper was finally published in December and

reflects the government’s insistence on focussing on encouraging skilled migrants in

higher income groups.1 There will be a year-long consultation around the proposals,

which include scrapping the current cap on the number of skilled workers such as

doctors or engineers from the EU and elsewhere. The government plans to impose a

minimum salary requirement of around £30,000 for skilled migrants seeking five-

year visas while ‘low-skilled’ workers from certain countries including the EU will be

able to apply for work visas of up to a year. The intention is to phase in the new

system from 2021. A technical appendix looks at the potential impact on migration

from the wider European Economic Area (EEA). Its baseline projection suggests that

the policy could reduce EEA migrant inflows by 80 per cent, to between only 10,000

and 25,000 annually in the first five years. It is suggested that the proposals will

result in between 200,000 and 400,000 fewer long-term EEA workers being in the

UK by 2025.

It will clearly be some time before the Brexit-related migration effects can be 

properly taken into account in assessing future household numbers. Migration

accounts for a little more than one-third of the projected growth in households 

(37 per cent), with the rest due to natural population change. The 2016-based

population projections which underlie the household estimates assume overall 

net UK migration of 165,000 annually from 2022 onwards, well below the actual

figure of 273,000 in the year ending June 2018 but of course well above the

longstanding government target of reducing it to the tens of thousands. The net

migration assumption for England alone is 152,000 annually.2

The higher net additions in 2017/18 almost reached the level required to match

previous official household projections; however, these in turn were revised

drastically downwards when 2016-based figures were published in September 2018.

These show household numbers growing at a much slower rate, 159,000 per year

on average over the 25 years to 2041, although slightly faster (165,000 per year)

over the first decade of this period. This compares with the 210,000 annual growth

previously projected, or 227,000 for the current decade. The significant fall in

projected household numbers is due in part to lower population projections and in

part to more conservative estimates of household formation rates. The latter reflects

economic and other constraints which prevent households from splitting to form

new households (e.g. as young people leave home). A countervailing trend arises

Table 2.2.1 Net additions to housing supply in England 2012/13-2017/18

2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18

New build completions 118,540 130,340 155,080 163,940 183,570 195,290

+ Net conversions 4,100 4,470 4,950 4,760 5,680 4,550

+ Net change of use 12,780 12,520 20,650 30,600 37,190 29,720

+ Net other gains 1,370 1,330 630 780 720 680

– Demolitions 12,060 12,060 10,610 10,420 9,820 8,050

= Net additional dwellings 124,720 136,610 170,690 189,650 217,350 222,190

Quarterly new build figures 107,980 112,330 124,650 139,720 148,360 160,670

Sources: MHCLG Housing supply: net additional dwellings, England: 2017/18; MHCLG Live Table 213 Quarterly
new build completions (not seasonally adjusted).
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The fact that the latest projections put the growth in households in England at a
quarter lower than was previously assessed, has led to questions about the adequacy
of the projections when assessing levels of housing need. The argument is that the
official projections underestimate need by reinforcing the effects of the historic
undersupply of homes. New work by Glen Bramley for Crisis and the National
Housing Federation makes significant allowance for suppressed household
formation by young adults that has resulted from poor affordability and a backlog
of unmet housing need, as well as making greater provision for demolition and
replacement. Over the next 15 years, the modelling leads to a much higher forecast
requirement of 380,000 units annually across Great Britain, of which 340,000 are
in England. Of the Great Britain requirement, 100,000 should be social rented
housing, of which 90,000 are in England. The bulk of this higher requirement is to
address a backlog of over four million households with unmet housing needs.3

The Bramley assessment represents a somewhat higher figure than the 300,000

overall target originally adopted by the government in 2016, and of course indicates

a much stronger emphasis within that on social rented provision. The government

has repeated the target in MHCLG’s Single Departmental Plan, updated in May

2018, which sets out proposals to increase housing supply and ‘and put us on track

to deliver 300,000 net additional homes a year on average’.4

Figure 2.2.1 shows a regional breakdown from the Bramley report of annual

housing requirements in England and also shows the requirements for Wales and

Scotland, discussed below. Inevitably it confirms the strong skew required in new

housebuilding in England towards London and the South, and this is especially the

case for new social rented housing. While Bramley puts the annual requirement for

new social housing in England at 90,000, a report from Shelter’s housing

commission, A Vision for Social Housing, puts the annual requirement much higher

than this, at 155,000. It does, though, make assumptions such as that those who

live in overcrowded PRS accommodation or who are ‘trapped renters’ and not able

to become homeowners, would instead be housed in the social rented sector.5

A new approach to assessing housing need in Wales
The population of Wales is projected to increase by 3.1 per cent to 3.21 million by

2026 and by 4.6 per cent to 3.26 million by 2041 according to the latest, 2016-

based, assessment. This is marginally lower than the 2014-based projection. Net

migration is assumed to run at 4,500 per year, some 500 higher than under the

previous projection.

Unlike the rest of the UK, 2016-based household projections for Wales are not yet

available. Wales is planning to produce 2017-based household projections and

these are due out in late 2019. The latest, 2014-based figures for Wales were

published in 2017. The previous housing need estimates, prepared by the late 

Alan Holmans for the Wales Centre for Public Policy, were published in 2015 

and indicated a need for 13,800 new homes annually. Responding to this 

and the Welsh Government’s current review of affordable housing supply 

(see Commentary Chapter 4), the Chief Statistician is proposing a new approach 

to assessing housing needs.6 The plan is to use the HNDA (housing need and

demand assessment) tool developed by the Scottish Government to assess overall

need, based both on projections of newly forming households and the backlog of

unmet need at both national and regional levels. An initial assessment published 

Figure 2.2.1 Annual housing requirements in Great Britain by
tenure and region/country 
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in January 2019 showed an overall need for between 6,700 and 9,700 additional

units a year up to 2022/23. This assessment is not yet based on the HNDA model,

and beyond taking account of new household formation it only makes limited

allowance for any backlog, taking no account of those living in poor conditions or

unaffordable lettings, or homeless. Subsequent reports will provide a breakdown of

new needs by tenure.7

In contrast, the Bramley study suggests wider needs amount to 14,000 units annually

to 2031 (see Figure 2.2.1). Of these, about 4,000 should be for social rent. The overall

figure is double the current growth in housing supply (6,700 in the last year

measured), and the social rent requirement is also considerably higher than the

Welsh Government’s current 2,600 annual target (see Commentary Chapter 4).

Although the overall requirement of 14,000 new units annually seems unattainable if

compared with current supply figures, a point made in last year’s Review must be

borne in mind: the Census enumeration of housing stock for the years 2001-11

indicated a real annual growth exceeding 10,900 units, a figure 45 per cent higher

than recorded new housing completions (net of demolitions). 

It is hoped that the planned government assessment, when completed, takes account

of these differences and sets adequate targets for each tenure. The projected

requirements for affordable housing will then feed into the current affordable

housing review.

Uncertainty about migration effects in Scotland
Scotland has a crude surplus of dwellings over numbers of households in all local

authority areas except East Renfrewshire. The latest, 2016-based, Scottish household

projections suggest that household numbers will grow by some 15,750 a year over

the decade to 2026, a shade lower than the 16,200 a year level suggested by the

2014-based ones. Underlying population growth is rather higher than in the 2014

figures, but this is offset by a slightly slower fall in average household size – to 2.10

persons per household in 2026 compared to 2.08 in the previous projection. 

Running ahead of these projections, net additions to Scotland’s housing stock over

the last three years have averaged some 17,000 (see Table 2.2.2). A caveat is that the

recorded data are known to underestimate the numbers of private sector

demolitions, but these are still likely to leave a modest surplus of additional

housing stock over projected household growth. However, the latest estimates of

actual household numbers show that in the past three years they have exceeded the

projections, bringing them close to the actual growth in the housing stock.

Nevertheless, the Bramley study referred to above suggests no room for

complacency. It makes significant allowance for suppressed housing formation, and

on this basis recommends an overall new build target of 26,000 units annually, 50

per cent higher than current net supply. Scotland does not use its HNDA tool to set

a national supply target, instead requiring targets to be set at local authority level.

Table 2.2.2 Net additions to the housing stock in Scotland

2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18

Private new build 21,663 16,109 11,139 10,720 10,145 9,892 11,088 12,546 13,432 13,427 13,102
+ Social new build 4,125 4,913 5,989 5,725 5,890 4,207 4,051 4,221 3,458 3,866 4,629
+ Conversions & Refurbishment 1,806 1,350 1,362 888 982 841 1,220 868 1,141 1,390 1,697

= Gross additions to stock 27,594 22,372 18,490 17,333 17,017 14,940 16,359 17,635 18,031 18,683 19,428
– Demolitions 4,019 3,951 4,323 4,538 2,925 3,719 2,055 2,108 2,072 817 1,197
= Net additions to stock 23,575 18,421 14,167 12,795 14,092 11,221 14,304 15,527 15,959 17,866 18,231

Source: Scottish Government Statistics.
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However, the Bramley study’s target for affordable housing, at 10,000 units annually,

is actually the same as the Scottish Government’s, albeit that Bramley recommends a

higher proportion being directed towards social rent (see Commentary Chapter 4). 

In Scotland, the considerable uncertainty over future migration levels is very

significant because the whole of Scotland’s projected population growth over the

next 25 years is based on net inward migration, without which it would face a

population decline. The projected increase in households between 2016 and 2041 is

13 per cent, but is just eight per cent with the low migration variant, or as high as 17

per cent with the high migration variant. The 2016 population projections (on which

the household figures are based) assume average levels of net migration of 7,000

individuals annually over the full period to 2041, although with a higher average of

18,250 over the decade to 2026. In practice, in the last three years net migration has

exceeded this level and in the latest 12-month period (to June, 2018) it was 23,855.8

In the long term, as with the rest of the UK, migration levels in Scotland are

uncertain until the outcome of the Brexit negotiations, and its possible constitutional

consequences for Scotland, become clearer. However, at least in the short term, the

higher levels of net inward migration in the last three years do put upward pressure

on household growth.

Northern Ireland’s households to grow faster than its population
Northern Ireland’s most recent (2016-based) projections suggested slower 

population growth of some 7,760 per year to 2026, compared with 9,500 per year 

in the 2012-based projections. Unlike in Scotland, only about eight per cent of

projected population growth is due to migration. Actual growth in the year to June

2018 was higher than projected, at 8,700.9

New household projections based on the latest population estimates were released in

December 2018.10 They are lower than the previous, 2012-based, projections because

of the slower population growth. But nevertheless they suggest that numbers of

households will grow at a much faster rate than population, at 3,500 households 

per year to 2041, with a higher rate (4,330 per year) until 2026 (see Figure 2.2.2).

The main reason for this is the rapidly increasing number of small, older, childless

households.

The most recent assessment of overall housing need in Northern Ireland was in 

2014 and covers the period 2011-21: at 8,500 units per year it likely overstates 

current requirements as it was derived from much higher, 2008-based household

projections.11 In a move similar to one by the Welsh Government, the Department

for Communities has commissioned a study to explore adapting the Scottish

Government’s HNDA model for deployment in Northern Ireland. Recent growth in

Northern Ireland’s housing stock at some 6,400 units annually over the last three

years has been lower than the need assessed in 2014, but much higher than 

projected household growth. The social housing requirement set in 2014 was 

1,500 per year, which is similar to or only slightly higher than recent output. 

Given the volatility of the Northern Ireland housing market since 2000, frequently

commented on in the Review, it is a part of the UK where an adverse economic

impact from Brexit could have a considerable effect on housing demand. In the

recent past (the years 2004-10), net migration was a strong contributor to 

population growth, principally driven by EU migrants drawn by growing sectors of

the Northern Ireland economy (farming, food processing, tourism, etc.). This now

seems unlikely to be repeated given the proposals for post-Brexit immigration 

Figure 2.2.2 Northern Ireland projected household and
population growth
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policy discussed above, and net outward migration (has as also happened in recent

years) is a renewed threat. The risk is reflected in the assumptions underlying the

2016-based population projections, which assume net inward migration of 1,500

people annually but with a low variant of 3,000 net outward migration.

Growing housing needs for disabled people
With more than 13 million disabled people in Great Britain, and around 300,000

people of working age in England alone lacking necessary adaptation to their

homes, the shortage of accessible housing is considerable. Currently only seven per

cent of homes meet basic access standards that make them ‘visitable’ by disabled

people. Building regulations in England and Wales have produced houses that are

generally inaccessible, particularly for people who use wheelchairs, because

although they incorporate wheelchair standards this aspect of the regulations is

voluntary. In social housing, the Code for Sustainable Homes required, at its

highest level, accessibility to the Lifetime Homes standard but the code has now

been repealed. Although requirements in Scotland have been improved, over

17,200 wheelchair users do not have a suitable home and this unmet need is set to

increase by 80 per cent by 2024.12

A recent inquiry by the Equalities and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) found

that systems used to identify disabled people’s requirements and deliver accessible

houses are weak.13 Except in London, few local authorities set targets for accessible

housing. Even when they are imposed, developers frequently fail to comply with

accessibility requirements. EHRC calls for national strategies to address the need for

new accessible housing and to improve the data needed to assess levels of need. It

proposes targets to ensure that a minimum of ten per cent of new houses across all

tenures are built to higher, wheelchair-accessible standards in England, Wales and

Scotland. 

The bulk of the need is of course in existing homes, where EHRC calls for local

authorities to address the hurdles and delays involved in making adaptations, with

a particular emphasis on the needs of disabled people in the private rented sector.

The latter inevitably raises issues of length of tenure, the right to have an

adaptation, and adaptations to common areas. Table 28 in the Compendium shows

that expenditure on disabled facilities grants was, until 2011, running at over 

£600 million annually across Great Britain. Since then, data for England have

stopped being published, making it impossible to monitor this aspect of local

authority assistance for disabled people.

Recent Welsh legislation – the Well Being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 –

requires public bodies to consider the long-term impact of their decisions, to work

better with people, communities and each other, and to prevent persistent problems

such as poverty, health inequalities and climate change. This will raise the profile of

issues such as disability and the extent to which homes are properly adapted in

Wales. A recent submission by Tai Pawb, an organisation devoted to promoting

equality, highlights the gaps that exist.14
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