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UK population growth is slowing down
Population growth is an important component of household growth and hence of

housing demand, and it is slowing across the UK. Since the most recent household

projections were carried out for the four UK administrations, the official UK

population projections have been updated, and show a further expected slowing in

population growth. Over the last two years the population has grown more slowly

than at any time since 2004. The 2016-based projections envisaged growth of 3.6

million (5.5 per cent, average annual growth of 0.5 per cent) over the decade from

2016. However, the latest 2018-based projections, looking at the decade to 2028,

project growth of just 3.0 million, or 4.5 per cent, an average annual growth rate

of 0.4 per cent. Over a longer timescale, Figure 2.2.1 shows how projections based

on 2012 and other recent data compare with the latest (2018-based) projection.

Perhaps reassuringly, the early part of the 2012-based projection has proved very

robust, with the projections until 2018 turning out to be close to the estimated

real population levels for those years. By the year 2037, however, there is

significant divergence, with the 2012-based projection setting the UK population 

at over 73 million, compared with the current expectation that it will be just over

71 million, i.e. two million fewer. By 2049 the gap is over three million.

Longer-term projections are of course highly dependent on assumptions made

about future changes in life expectancy, births and migration. Table 2.2.1 shows

how these assumptions have shifted for the three most recent UK projections.

While there are consistent reductions in expected birth rate and in life expectancy,

it is clear that the future level of net migration is more difficult to project, with the

assumptions changing significantly over fairly short timescales.

Each ONS projection is accompanied by a snapshot view of the coming decade.

If we compare the two most recent ‘snapshots’ (from the 2018-based and 2016-

based projections), there are significant differences: UK births are now (i.e. in

2018) projected at half a million fewer, 300,000 more deaths are projected and a

small increase in net migration is also expected. 

The effect of these changes is that future UK population growth is becoming

more dependent on net migration. While in the ONS’s 2016-based projection it

accounted for 54 per cent of the decade’s expected population growth, in the

latest one it accounts for 73 per cent of the decade’s growth, meaning that

‘natural’ increases (births exceeding deaths) contribute only 27 per cent. While

the ONS is careful to point out that population projections ‘do not attempt to
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Figure 2.2.1 Varying UK population projections, 2012-based 
to 2018-based
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Table 2.2.1 Changes to longer-term assumptions in UK population
projections

2014-based 2016-based 2018-based

Net annual long-term international migration 185,000 165,000 190,000

Long-term average number of children per woman 1.89 1.84 1.78

Life expectancy at birth, males 84.3 83.6 82.6

Life expectancy at birth, females 87.1 86.4 85.5

Source: Office for National Statistics (adapted).
Notes: 1. The net annual long-term international migration assumption is post-2022 for the 2014-based

projection, and post-2025 for the 2016- and 2018-based projections.
2. The life expectancy assumptions are for 2041 for the 2014-based projection and for 2043 for the
2016- and 2018-based assumptions.

2012-based

2014-based

2016-based

2018-based
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predict the impact of political circumstances such as Brexit,’ the growing

significance of migration for population levels is notable, despite ten years of

government efforts to substantially reduce the numbers.

Will current migration trends continue?
Net UK migration over the 12 months to September 2019 was 240,000 and it

continues to be lower than it was in early 2016. Given that current population

projections assume net migration averaging 190,000 from 2025 onwards, they

appear consistent with these recent trends. While net migration from the EU might

be expected to fall and further reduce the overall figure, in fact there has already

been a substantial decline in EU migration (dating from the time of the

referendum) which has been partially compensated by higher non-EU migration.

Ending of EU ‘free movement’, which does not happen until 31 December 2020,

may therefore have little effect, especially if the government’s new immigration

policy allows some continuing level of EU migration, as expected.

What do we know of the new policy, and what might its effects be? The

Conservative manifesto promised a ‘firmer and fairer Australian-style points-based

immigration system’. In February the government announced that from January

2021 visas will be made available to three main groups:1

• A category for ‘skilled workers’ who will need to match the criteria of the

points-based system. As opposed to the Australian system, the UK version will

require a job offer for most entrants, with a salary of at least £25,600. It will

also require them to speak English. NHS workers and some other categories

may be recognised as shortage occupations where reduced criteria apply, as

recommended by the Migration Advisory Committee.

• A category will allow a smaller number of the most highly skilled workers to

come to the UK without a job offer (an updated version of the current 

‘Tier 1’ visas).

• A very limited category will meet demand in agriculture for seasonal, low-

skilled labour, with only 10,000 places. Visas will be time-limited and will not

provide a route to settlement.

Taken together, the proposals aim to meet a manifesto commitment to ‘reduce

overall migration numbers’ and to shift the focus of the economy away from a

reliance on cheap labour. ‘Employers will need to adjust.’

The idea of a ‘points-based’ immigration system is not new, and indeed there are

elements of it in the current visa system. The Labour government’s original proposals

for a points-based system in 2006 had categories very similar to those above.2

Unfortunately, once implemented it became overburdened with rules, such that the

House of Commons Library says it is now ‘widely regarded by individual applicants,

sponsors, immigration lawyers and the judiciary as unduly complex, burdensome,

costly and ill-suited to the needs of its users.’3 The CBI has demanded that the new

system due to take effect from January 2021 should be ‘simple from its first day of

introduction and allow firms to access both the labour and skills they need to grow.’4

From a housing-demand perspective, the main question is whether or not the new

system will result in less long-term migration. Until 2016 free movement of EU

citizens, with its limited restrictions, accounted for half of UK net migration: from

2021 all immigration will be subject to new rules, so the extent to which they

facilitate or obstruct it will be a key factor. Immigration was low in the Ipsos Mori

Issues Index in the run-up to the election and the government may therefore feel 

it can accommodate some of the pressure from employers to allow continued

immigration by mid- and low-skilled workers. As a result, net migration might 

reach levels similar to those now projected by the ONS. 

New housing supply in England rises steadily
Housing supply in England has been increasing steadily since 2012/13, and in

2018/19 reached just over 240,000 dwellings. Table 2.2.2, showing net additions, is

based on data which MHCLG says provide ‘the primary and most comprehensive

measure of housing supply’.5 As Julian Birch points out, this is ‘the first time that

output has exceeded the target of 240,000 that the Barker report in 2004 argued was

needed to restrict house price inflation’.6 Supply would have to grow still further,

however, to meet the May government’s ambition ‘to deliver 300,000 net additional

homes a year on average by the mid-2020s.’ The Johnson government has so far

opted for a lower target of ‘building at least a million more homes over this

Parliament’ (in the Queen’s speech, December 2019).
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New supply now comfortably exceeds current and projected growth in the

number of households, which amounts to 160,000 new households annually, on

average, over the 25 years to 2041. These projections are 2016-based, and were

themselves a sharp reduction on previous figures. Under the new ONS

population projections just discussed, England’s population is expected to grow

by 5.0 per cent over the decade from 2018, as against the previous projected

growth of 5.9 per cent over the decade from 2016. This suggests that the next set

of household projections may show a further fall. Much depends on whether

household formation rates, which are now a much bigger factor in the household

projections than natural population growth or migration, are also expected to

fall. These reflect the economic and other constraints which prevent households

from splitting to form new households (e.g. as young people leave home). In

early 2020 it remains difficult to view household projections with any degree of

certainty for more than a very few years ahead, given the unresolved issues of

how Brexit and its aftermath will affect the economy (and hence both household

formation and net migration), added to the uncertainty about the impact of the

UK’s future immigration policy.

Even if output continues to exceed projected household formation, the criticism

of the projections, discussed in the 2019 Review, still applies: that they

underestimate need by reinforcing the effects of the historic undersupply of

homes. The previous Review summarised work by Glen Bramley for Crisis and the

National Housing Federation, leading to a forecast requirement for 380,000 new

homes annually across Great Britain, of which 340,000 should be in England.

The bulk of this requirement is to address a backlog of over four million

households with unmet housing needs.7

The Bramley approach has itself been criticised by Ian Mulheirn of the Tony Blair

Institute, who describes the argument that the housing shortage is crucial as

‘unconvincing.’8 He argues that there are already more houses than households in

the UK, that net housing supply has outstripped household formation for

decades, that housing is on average more – not less – affordable, and that

building 300,000 extra homes a year would have little impact on house prices. He

dismisses the idea that supply shortfalls are the main driver of ‘hidden’

households or of young people being forced to live in the parental home.

Consequently building more homes will increase the numbers of vacant

dwellings rather than improve affordability or access to housing.

Mulheirn’s arguments underplay wider supply issues. For example, the Review

has regularly shown why a crude national surplus of dwellings disappears once

second homes and unavoidable void levels are taken into account (see this

chapter in the 2017 edition of the Review). Bramley’s report also demonstrated

the significance of hidden households as an indicator of a backlog of need, and 

that official household projections in effect suppress demand, because they are

based on ability to set up a new household (and factors such as affordability 

and access), while excluding potential households that would form if

circumstances allowed. 

The key issue, as Geoff Meen points out, is that policies affecting supply have to

be complemented by policies affecting demand if they are to be effective. Indeed,

Mulheirn recognises the need for more social housing, which of course forms an

Table 2.2.2 Net additions to housing supply in England 2013/14-2018/19

2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19

New build completions 130,340 155,080 163,940 183,570 195,290 213,860

+ Net conversions 4,470 4,950 4,760 5,680 4,550 5,220

+ Net change of use 12,520 20,650 30,600 37,190 29,720 29,260

+ Net other gains 1,330 630 780 720 680 940

– Demolitions 12,060 10,610 10,420 9,820 8,050 7,940

= Net additional dwellings 136,610 170,690 189,650 217,350 222,190 241,340

Quarterly new build figures 112,330 124,640 139,710 147,520 160,980 169,070

Sources: MHCLG Housing supply: net additional dwellings, England: 2018/19; MHCLG Live Table 213 Quarterly 
new build completions (not seasonally adjusted). 
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important element of the overall supply requirements identified by researchers

such as Bramley, Holmans, Meen, etc., in response to the linked problems of

growing income inequality, affordability and accessibility of housing.

Continuing gap between housing need and supply in Wales
The population of Wales is projected to remain stable in the 2018-based

population projections, staying at 3.1-3.2 million people over the period to 2043.

In January 2019, the Welsh Government produced a new estimate of housing

need, replacing the previous estimate (by the late Alan Holmans) published in

2015. The new estimate uses 2014-based household projections, which remain the

most recent for Wales (2017-based projections are expected in 2020).

The new housing needs estimates cover a 20-year period (2018/19 to 2037/38).

On average, 6,700-9,700 additional homes are required annually during the first

five years with a central estimate of 8,300. These figures include an annual 1,100

additional units to clear the current needs backlog in the first five years. Estimated

need then falls over the rest of the period, with a central estimate of under 4,000

new units annually in the mid-2030s. 

In June 2019 further estimates were produced showing the required tenure split

for new homes. Figure 2.2.2 shows how the average requirement by tenure would

change according to different assumptions. The highest requirement arises if

current migration levels were to continue for ten years, and the lowest would

occur with zero migration. The annual estimated requirement of market housing

units ranges from 3,400 (zero migration) to 5,200 (10-year migration).

Affordable housing requirements range from 3,300 (zero migration and lower

variant) to 4,400 (10-year migration). The differences are relatively small,

suggesting that the central projection, of an average of 4,400 market housing

units and 3,900 affordable housing units annually from 2018/19 to 2022/23, is

reasonably robust.

However, actual supply is well below the central estimate of requirements: overall

completions have been in the range 5,700-6,900 over the past five years,

although as noted in last year’s Review this may understate real supply. Affordable

completions run at around 2,500 annually (see Figure 2.4.1 on page 68). There

also is a remarkable gap between the new official estimates of required output

and those made in the Bramley study (see this chapter in last year’s Review),

which indicated that 14,000 units would be needed annually to 2031. However,

of these, about 4,000 were considered to be required for social rent, a figure close

to the official estimates (although ‘affordable’ housing is a wider definition than

‘social rent’). It is clear, though, that despite little population growth, Wales is not

building enough homes and that the aspiration of clearing the needs backlog by

2022/23 is unlikely to be met.

Population growth in Scotland still very dependent on migration
In the 25 years to mid-2043, Scotland’s population is projected to grow by just

2.5 per cent, to 5.57 million. The rate at which the population increases is slower

than in recent years and is projected to slow still further. Natural change (births

minus deaths) is projected to fall to lower levels than have ever previously been

recorded, and migration is the only expected source of population growth. This

means that Scotland’s population will increasingly age, and the numbers of

people at pensionable age will rise by 240,000 by 2043, a 23.2 per cent increase,

even allowing for planned changes in the state pension age. 
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Source: Welsh Government, Estimates of Housing Need in Wales by Tenure (2018-based).

Figure 2.2.2 Estimated housing need in Wales by tenure, on
different assumptions, 2018-2023 
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About half of Scotland’s inward migration is from the rest of the UK, and the

remainder is from abroad. Without any migration, Scotland’s population would

fall from the current 5.44 million to only around five million by 2043. Of course

this is unlikely to occur, but additional projections have been made by National

Records of Scotland with varying levels of EU migration, assuming that this is the

element that is most vulnerable to post-Brexit changes. If EU migration to Scotland

were to fall by 50 per cent, for example, population growth to 2043 would be just

one per cent instead of 2.5 per cent, and numbers of working-age people would

fall. This has led to calls for a ‘Scottish visa’ that would facilitate migration to

Scotland, imposing fewer restrictions than apply to the rest of the UK.9

The most recent, 2016-based, Scottish household projections suggest that

household numbers will grow by some 15,750 a year over the decade to 2026.

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

over the last three years have averaged almost 19,000 units (see Table 2.2.3). 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 surplus of additional supply

over projected household growth. Again, the Bramley study referred to above,

which makes significant allowance for suppressed housing formation,

recommended an overall new build target of 26,000 units annually, some 5,000

higher than net supply in 2018/19. However, the Bramley 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 directed

towards social rent (see Commentary Chapter 4). 

Northern Ireland’s population growth arises mainly from 
natural change
Northern Ireland is now projected to have the second largest population growth

(5.7 per cent) between 2018 and 2043 across the UK, after England’s. The latest,

2018-based projections do however show slightly slower growth compared with

2016-based ones, which themselves showed a reduction compared with the 2012-

based figures. Currently, in the decade to mid-2028, the Northern Ireland

population is projected to increase by 3.7 per cent to 1.95 million.

In contrast to the rest of the UK, the main driver of growth in Northern Ireland is

natural change (births minus deaths), adding an average 2,800 people to the

population per annum. Nevertheless, the ageing of the population is projected to

continue. The population of pensionable age is projected to increase by 56.2 per

cent between 2018 and 2043.

Northern Ireland’s latest household projections are still based on the previous

population estimates, and indicate that numbers of households will grow more

Table 2.2.3 Net additions to the housing stock in Scotland

2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19

Private new build 11,139 10,713 10,144 9,892 11,086 12,564 13,430 13,432 13,031 15,710
+ Social new build 5,989 5,725 5,890 4,207 4,051 4,180 3,424 3,769 4,592 5,582
+ Conversions & Refurbishment 1,362 888 982 841 1,220 868 1,141 1,390 1,697 981

= Gross additions to stock 18,490 17,326 17,016 14,940 16,357 17,612 17,995 18,591 19,320 22,273
– Demolitions 4,323 4,538 2,925 3,719 2,055 2,108 2,072 817 1,197 1,313
= Net additions to stock 14,167 12,788 14,091 11,221 14,302 15,504 15,923 17,774 18,123 20,960

Source: Scottish Government Statistics.
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quickly than the population, at 3,500 households per year to 2041, with a higher

rate (4,330 per year) until 2026. The main reason for this is the rapidly increasing

number of small, older, childless households. 

These projections are the basis for new Housing Growth Indicators for the period

2016-2030. These suggest that the housing stock will need to grow from 776,000 in

2016 to 861,000 in 2030. This results in a projected annual requirement for new

dwellings of 5,700, taking into account second homes, vacancies, conversions and

demolitions.10 This is considerably lower than the previous assessment of overall

housing need in Northern Ireland in 2014, covering the period 2011-21, which

indicated a requirement of 8,500 units annually.11 Completions of 7,800 in 2018/19

comfortably exceeded the new indicated level. However, as noted in last year’s Review,

it is important that there are also updated targets for delivery of social housing.

The Review has regularly commented on the volatility of Northern Ireland’s housing

market but one feature is its recent higher housing output relative to its size,

compared with both Great Britain and the Republic of Ireland. As Figure 2.2.3

shows, its building rates compare favourably with Great Britain over the last decade

and were only inferior to those of the Republic at the tail end of the latter’s pre-

credit-crunch housebuilding boom.

New build completions ran at twice their current level at the peak of Northern

Ireland’s ‘boom’ in 2006 and, after the subsequent slump, the relative stability 

of the past few years must be welcome. Market conditions remain susceptible to

an adverse economic impact from Brexit, however, especially if it led to net

outward migration. For the moment, given the current withdrawal deal and the

restoration of the Northern Ireland Assembly, conditions remain favourable, but

the Northern Ireland economy and hence its demographic trends depend on 

this continuing. 

State of the older housing stock
Brief mention should also be made in this chapter of the continuing problem of

the state of the UK’s older housing stock. England has five million dwellings

dating from before the First World War, and in the private rented sector one-third

are this old. In 2018, 4.3 million homes failed to meet the Decent Homes

Standard, and in the PRS a quarter fell below the standard. In the PRS, 14 per cent

of homes had a category 1 hazard under the Housing Health and Safety Rating

System (HHSRS). Only 33 per cent of PRS dwellings and 29 per cent of owner-

occupied dwellings have adequate levels of energy efficiency (i.e. have a SAP

energy-efficiency rating that falls within the upper bands, A-C).12 As noted in the

UK Housing Review Autumn Briefing Paper 2019, serious and concerted action is

required if older houses, in particular, are to meet the government’s target of

achieving a ‘net zero carbon’ economy by 2050.

In Scotland, fresh attention has been drawn in a report by Douglas Robertson,

Why flats fall down, to the continuing problem of the condition of older tenement

properties and the difficulties facing occupiers who want to take remedial

action.13 Half of all Scottish housing is in ‘critical disrepair’14 and almost half of

this requires ‘urgent attention if the fabric of the building is not to deteriorate

further and/or place the health and safety of the occupier at risk’. For stock that is

over 100 years old, the proportion requiring critical repair rises to two-thirds.

Robertson recommends a new approach in which there is a universal and up-to-

date quality standard that applies equally to the private as to the social sectors,

with new mechanisms to facilitate improvement work in the complex legal

position applying to tenement property.
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