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The focus of this chapter is again on the drivers of housing demand across the

UK, and what evidence there is of the balance (or imbalance) between supply

and demand in the four countries. The pandemic has, of course, had an effect of

the availability of new data, and indeed adds an extra degree of uncertainty to

projections of household growth and contributory factors such as migration.

Nevertheless, the chapter summarises the current evidence on:

• UK population growth

• migration trends and the effects of post-Brexit policy changes

• new housing supply in England

• housing need and supply across Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.

UK population growth slows further
Population growth, an important component of household growth and hence of

housing demand, continues to slow down. In mid-2019, the UK population stood

at an estimated 66,796,807, an increase of just 0.5 per cent (361,000) in the

previous 12 months, the lowest annual growth rate for 15 years. Reduced numbers

of births and a fall in net migration both contributed to this, with more people

leaving the UK and fewer arriving. 

The longer-term impact of the pandemic may be to exacerbate these trends, but at

present the ONS is remaining open-minded on the issue.1 Although many lives

have been cut short, the impact of the pandemic on mortality rates, life expectancy

and fertility rates beyond 2020-21 remain very uncertain. Net migration (the

difference between numbers immigrating and those emigrating) fell steadily after

the EU referendum. However, in 2019 it increased to pre-referendum levels, mainly

because more non-EU nationals arrived in the UK to study, but there was also a

modest increase in net migration from the EU. This short-run trend was reversed

when the pandemic began, with the longer-term prospects for migration likely to

be affected significantly by economic conditions post-pandemic and post-Brexit,

combined with recent changes in migration policy. 

Current and future trends in migration
Covid-19 clearly has short-term and possibly long-term implications for

international study and work patterns, while global uncertainty about travel and

fear of infection may affect people’s plans to move abroad. These effects have

overlaid other longer-term trends.

Determining the short-term effects of the pandemic on migration has been

hindered by the absence of some vital data sources, such as the International

Passenger Survey which was suspended from March to early December 2020.

Available sources nevertheless show that since March 2020 the fall-off in

international travel has been accompanied by: 

• Numbers of visas issued for work and for study falling by more than one-third

in 2020 compared with 2019.

• A sharp fall in both EU and non-EU national insurance registrations (see 

Figure 2.2.1). 

• An unprecedented fall in non-UK nationals and in those born overseas working

in the UK labour market, matched by an apparent increase in UK-born

members of the workforce (see below).
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Source: DWP data on NiNo registrations to foreign nationals. 

Figure 2.2.1 National Insurance numbers: new registrations to
foreign nationals, 2011-20 
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While this snapshot view will need to be confirmed when longer-term data

become available, the current evidence suggests that the steady decline in EU

nationals working in the UK, halted temporarily in 2019 and early 2020,

accelerated sharply in the first months of the pandemic. There were some 500,000

fewer EU nationals in the UK workforce by September 2020 than there were six

months earlier, an unprecedented fall. This was accompanied by a smaller but still

significant reduction of almost 350,000 in non-EU workers over the same period.2

At the same time there was an influx of UK nationals that almost compensated for

the fall in numbers of foreign workers, although a bigger proportion of these

returnees were unemployed or otherwise inactive. It remains to be seen if this is a

short-term response to the pandemic purely because people ‘went home’ or at least

in part a permanent response to the imminent end of the EU transition period. 

The pattern of European migration had already been changed, with continued

inward movement by nationals from longstanding EU members states (the ‘EU14’)

counterbalanced by a sharp fall in migration from the eight Baltic and eastern

European states that joined the EU in 2004. This appears to confirm the

importance of economic and (to a lesser extent) immigration policy drivers: the

fall in the value of sterling, low wages in the UK, an improvement in east

European economies and tougher requirements to gain UK citizenship are all

argued to be factors in pushing down migration from countries such as Poland

and Lithuania since 2017.3

Effects of new immigration policies from 2021 onwards
Uncertainty about future migration patterns seems certain to continue during

2021, not least because of the combined effects on the economy of the pandemic

and the end of the transition period after the UK’s exit from the EU. Migration

policy has already been reset so that the EU’s ‘free movement’ rules no longer

apply, with new migration from Europe (except for Ireland) being subject to

broadly the same rules as apply to the rest of the world. The new, points-based

system requires visa applicants to have an offer of a skilled job at a salary of at

least £25,600 and to be able to speak English. It places tight restrictions on lower-

skilled migration and is projected by the Home Office to result in a fall of 70 per

cent in migration from the EU, potentially leading to labour shortages in key

sectors of the economy. While at the same time there may be a small increase in

numbers of non-EU migrants as they can apply for visas for a wider range of skilled

occupations, employers continue to warn that cutting off a supply of less skilled

labour to sectors such as hospitality and construction will harm economic recovery.

Other changes in migration policy will have varying effects. Despite promises,

made after the exposure of the Windrush scandal, that the Home Office will review

its ‘hostile environment’ policies, in practice various steps are being taken to

toughen them. Just a sample of these include complex rules faced by employers

wanting to sponsor migrant workers, prohibitively high costs of applying for

citizenship, new penalties for those who make errors in their visa applications, 

and a new rule that migrants sleeping rough, even if they are working, can be

deported. Such policies are presumably intended to deter migation and may well

have this effect.

One major policy change does, however, point in the opposite direction: a new visa

is now available to Hong Kong British National (Overseas) citizens and close

family members, meaning that an estimated 5.4 million Hong Kong residents will

be eligible to move to the UK and eventually become British citizens. The Home

Office’s central estimate is that at least 154,000 such people could arrive during

2021 but the lobby group Hong Kongers in Britain predicts that some 500,000

people (possibly more if we count their dependents) will arrive over the next two

years, closer to the Home Office’s high estimate.4

The government’s impact assessment of this policy change predicts a modest

economic boost from this extra migration.5 The assessment makes only one brief

reference to the housing effects, saying that local authorities may be required to

provide housing assistance but that this is not expected to be significant as the new

arrivals will tend to be self-sufficient. Many will be able to afford to buy homes in

the UK, but if there is a surge of migration very soon after visas become available

from January 31, 2021 there could be a considerable (and unplanned) effect on the

housing market in places such as London and other large cities likely to be

attractive to people from Hong Kong, with consequences for rents and house

prices, and knock-on effects on demand for affordable housing. 
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New housing supply in England rises steadily
Housing supply in England has been increasing steadily since 2012/13, and in

2019/20 reached 243,770 additional dwellings. Table 2.2.1 shows net additions,

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

measure of housing supply’. The table shows how the new build completions

within these figures regularly exceed those reported in MHCLG’s quarterly

construction statistics (the reasons for this have been discussed in earlier editions

of the Review). Supply would have to grow still further, however, to meet the

government’s manifesto promise that it ‘...will continue our progress towards our

target of 300,000 homes a year by the mid-2020s. This will see us build at least a

million more homes, of all tenures, over the next Parliament – in the areas that

really need them’.

However, the majority of household growth is anticipated to arise from the

increase in older households without dependent children, particularly those where

the household head is aged 75 years and over. This shows the potential impact of

an ageing population on future household formation.

As noted before in the Review, whether the projections are robust depends on

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

projections than population growth. These reflect the economic and other

constraints which prevent households from splitting to form new households (e.g.

as young people leave home). The economic uncertainty noted as an important

factor in last year’s Review is of course even greater in early 2021, given the impact

of the pandemic as well as the ending of the UK’s EU transition period.

Although output continues to exceed expected household growth, official

projections continue to underestimate need by neglecting the historic undersupply

of homes. The 2019 Review summarised work by Glen Bramley for Crisis and the

National Housing Federation based on data for 2015/16, which gave 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 was to address a

backlog of 4.75 million households with unmet housing needs, of which four

million were in England.6 Bramley has recently reassessed and updated the needs

backlog for the NHF, using data that now refer to 2017/18.7 It showed only

modest changes, with a tendency for more families with children to be in need

and to require (in affordability terms) social rented housing. It confirms that some

1.6 million households needed social rented housing in England at that time. This

parallels findings in a separate study for JRF, Destitution in the UK 2020, showing

that more families are destitute.8 This was based on data collected in 2019. ‘Core

homelessness’, described in Commentary Chapter 5, continued to increase up to

2019 (up eight per cent on 2017), and although this is estimated to have fallen

back slightly in 2020 thanks to the government’s ‘Everyone In’ initiative, it is 

projected to rise again from 2021. 

In summary, therefore, before the pandemic both existing housing needs in

England and requirements to meet new household growth remained broadly as

Table 2.2.1 Net additions to housing supply in England 2013/14-2019/20

2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20

New build completions 130,340 155,080 163,940 183,570 195,390 214,410 220,600

+ Net conversions 4,470 4,950 4,760 5,680 4,550 5,160 4,340

+ Net change of use 12,520 20,650 30,600 37,190 29,730 29,300 26,930

+ Net other gains 1,330 630 780 720 680 970 930

- Demolitions 12,060 10,610 10,420 9,820 8,060 7,960 9,020

= Net additional dwellings 136,610 170,690 189,650 217,350 222,280 241,880 243,770

Quarterly new build figures 112,330 124,640 139,710 147,520 160,900 169,500 176,980

Sources: MHCLG Housing supply: net additional dwellings, England: 2019/20; MHCLG Live Table 213 Quarterly
new build completions (not seasonally adjusted). Note: Totals are affected by rounding.

New supply (ie. net additional dwellings in Table 2.2.1) still comfortably exceeds

current and projected growth in the number of households. The ONS 2018-based

estimates of household formation projected an average growth in numbers of

households from 2018 to 2028 of 164,000 per annum, almost the same as the

165,000 rate in the 2016-based projections. A more significant fall in household

numbers might have been expected, given the population trends noted above.
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they were in 2015/16. The annual requirement for new social rented housing to

meet these needs in England, assessed as 90,000 units per year, has not been

revisited but in respect of needs as they stood in 2017/18 was likely to still be

broadly applicable. However, it is clear that during 2020 housing need is likely to

have worsened considerably and that part of this extra need will be longer-term,

especially if it transpires that second homeownership has increased during the

pandemic. The issue is discussed in Contemporary Issues Chapter 1 but of course

a definitive picture will take time to emerge.

Housing need and supply across the rest of the UK

Wales

Wales has new 2018-based household projections based on population

projections which have been revised upwards since those reported in the 2020

Review. The population is now forecast to rise slightly from 3.1 million in 2018 to

3.3 million in 2043. During the ten years 2018-2028 household numbers in

Wales are forecast to grow more quickly than population:9

• The total number of households is projected to be around 1.42 million by

2028, an increase of 4.4 per cent during the period.

• Household numbers are projected to increase in all 22 local authorities except

Ceredigion (where they will fall by 1.6 per cent).

• The largest percentage increases are projected for Vale of Glamorgan (up 8.6

per cent), Newport (up 8.6 per cent) and Bridgend (up 6.3 per cent).

Revised household projections have been followed by an updated assessment 

of housing need over the five years from 2019/20.10 It is estimated that between

6,200 and 8,300 additional housing units will be required annually, with a

central estimate of 7,400. These figures include an annual average of 1,100

additional housing units to clear existing unmet needs over the first five years.

Thereafter, estimates of additional housing need will fall. The central estimate 

of 7,400 is split into 3,900 additional market housing units and 3,500 

additional affordable housing units. Figure 2.2.2 shows how the annual 

need (using the central estimate) increases somewhat until 2021/22 before 

falling slightly. 

The new estimates are lower than the 2014-based projections reported in the 2020

edition of the Review: the central estimate of annual housing need is now (at

7,400) some 900 units lower. They are also considerably lower than those of the

Bramley study reported in the 2019 Review, a reflection of the fact that the model

used, the Housing Need and Demand Assessment (HNDA) tool developed first in

Scotland, puts much less emphasis on tackling the needs backlog.

The forecast requirements are more closely in line with actual performance, as

some 5,700-6,900 units are typically built in Wales annually. The proportions of

market to affordable housing are out of balance, however, with some 1,000

additional units needed annually to meet affordable requirements (unless Help to

Buy is also counted as ‘affordable’). Given that there is still an ambition to clear

the assessed backlog of unmet housing need, now by a target date of 2023/24, it is

not surprising that there are calls for more affordable housing investment in the

next parliament, i.e. 2021-26 (see Commentary Chapter 4). 
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Source: Welsh Government Estimates of Housing Need. 

Figure 2.2.2 Estimated housing need in Wales 2019/20 to 2023/24
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Scotland

In Scotland, 2018-based household projections have also resulted in a scaling down

of likely annual growth in household numbers from the 15,570 reported in the

2020 edition of the Review to just 12,000 annually for the decade to 2028. As the

Review has noted previously, actual supply is well above projected household

growth, although it is not yet possible to update the figures showing net additions

to the Scottish housing stock (Table 2.2.3 in the 2020 edition), as data for 2019/20

are still awaited.

CIH Scotland, SFHA and Shelter Scotland have published a new study focussing on

housing needs during the coming, 2021-26, parliamentary term.11 This calls for

10,600 new affordable homes annually, in line with the headline figure from the

Bramley study in 2018, although he assessed that just over half of these would need

to be built for social rent, whereas the latest study suggests a higher proportion (70

per cent). Experience with the current Affordable Housing Supply Programme

suggests the new targets being recommended are potentially deliverable, assuming

funding and labour supply issues can be resolved (see Commentary Chapter 4).

Northern Ireland

In an interesting example of cross-fertilisation between the devolved

administrations, the HNDA tool for assessing housing needs developed in Scotland,

applied in Wales to produce the projections noted above, has now also been run on

a pilot basis for Northern Ireland.12 The exercise enabled comparisons to be made

using different assumptions within the HNDA tool, and also with Northern

Ireland’s established Net Stock Model and its Housing Growth Indicator (HGI)

approach. 

Table 2.2.2 summarises the projected housing need arising from use of the baseline

scenario generated by the HNDA tool, which produces an average annual

requirement of 4,872 new homes, of which 1,288 should be social rent and 970 for

other below-market provision. If these requirements are compared with the targets

in Northern Ireland’s Programme for Government (currently 1,520 for social rent

and 750 for shared equity – see Commentary Chapter 4), they would seem to imply

a modest shift in resources from social rent to low-cost homeownership.

The HNDA report looks at how projections would vary according to different

assumptions about household growth, income growth and the distribution of

house prices and rents. It shows that the approach is particularly sensitive to

changes in household projections. When these are combined with changes in

other factors to produce different scenarios, the model projects that the overall

need for new housing per annum could be as high as 7,000 or as low as 2,600 (as

against the baseline scenario of almost 4,900 per annum). Similarly, the need for

social rented homes could vary from 1,570 annually down to just 894.

The study shows that, adjusted to the same timescales as the HNDA tool, the Net

Stock Model would project an annual requirement for 5,500 units and the HGI

methodology for 5,700, somewhat higher than the HNDA’s central projection of

4,900 units per annum. The Net Stock Model has a more ample definition of

backlog needs than the HNDA tool. However, the estimated annual need for social

housing across the ten-year period is almost exactly the same in both models

Table 2.2.2 Baseline projections of housing need in Northern Ireland,
2018-2027

Type of housing need Nos. of households

Total requirements 2018-27

Backlog of need (households in temporary accommodation, 
concealed or overcrowded (to be cleared within five years) 4,065

Newly formed households (from household projections) 44,650

Total future housing requirements 48,715

Annual requirements 2018-27

Social rented housing 1,288

Other below market provision 970

Private rented sector 1,258

Homeownership 1,356

Total annual requirements 4,872

Source: Adapted from Frey et al, Housing Need and Demand Assessment.
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(1,300). In the case of the HGI methodology the main difference is that while

there is no specific allowance for the existing backlog need, it takes fuller account

of the incidence of vacant and second homes. Although the report draws attention

to some limitations with the HNDA approach, it concludes that the ability to

produce and compare different scenarios provides a platform for informing

strategic discussions on future housing requirements.
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