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2 Achieving a Suburban Renaissance

foreword

Most UK residents live in suburban housing, and 80% of us aspire to
live in a house with a garden; yet the debate so often dwells on
‘minority sports’ such as city centre loft living.

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation and the Town and Country Planning
Association are delighted to collaborate in publishing this important JRF
research into suburbs. It comes at a time when climate change research
increasingly suggests we need to ensure that all development, not just
that in the urban centres, achieves the highest environmental standards.
While none of us would advocate a lapse into poorly-planned sprawl, it
is time to recognise that good-quality, medium-density suburban living
can be highly sustainable, particularly if the transport links are well
planned. Ben Kochan’s study setting out the grounds for a major re-
appraisal of policy for the suburbs is therefore very timely.

In fact, as the title suggests, it is time to take forward the work done by
the Urban Task Force ten years ago. We should heed the advice of
luminaries among its members such as Sir Peter Hall, someone who has
done more than most to give the suburbs the social, economic and
environmental recognition they deserve.

Gideon Amos
Chief Executive, Town and Country Planning Association
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preface

The research on which this report is based was carried out through a
review of existing literature and research on policies affecting the
suburbs, as well as through telephone interviews with practitioners
working at national, regional, sub-regional, district and neighbourhood
levels.

The key questions which this research addresses are:
• whether Government policy is responding appropriately to change in

the suburbs;
• whether there is a need for a specific suburban policy;
• how the pressures for change are being addressed in the suburbs in

terms of a) creating sustainable areas and b) accommodating
additional households;

• how the innate character, strengths and attractions of suburban life
are being protected and enhanced as part of this change process; and

• whether the regeneration needs of suburban areas are being met.

To address these questions, three sources have been used:
• primary source material, analysed to set out key approaches being

adopted;
• semi-structured interviews with practitioners at neighbourhood, local

authority and regional and sub-regional levels within organisations
seeking to promote change or manage suburban areas; and

• the extensive literature by academics and practitioners who have
analysed the state and the needs of the suburbs.

Particular focus has been given to:
• the South East and London at a regional level;
• Barnet, Birmingham and Bury at an urban level; and
• two neighbourhoods – North Camp in Rushmoor, and Hartcliffe and

Withywood in Bristol.

I am indebted to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation for their support for
this work; and I am grateful for the help of all those individuals and
organisations who contributed to the work, including the members of
the steering group and those interviewed as part of it (listed in the
Appendix). Naturally, any remaining errors or omissions are my own.

Ben Kochan

Ben Kochan is a former specialist on the House of Commons Select
Committee on the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, for whom he drafted
influential reports on the Government’s Sustainable Communities Plan,
Affordable Housing and the Planning Green Paper. He is currently a public 
policy, planning and housing consultant. He was Editor of Urban Environment
Today magazine between 1997 and 2001.



Sustainability

The Government’s urban agenda as expressed
in the Urban Task Force report of 1999, the
subsequent Urban White Paper and recent
planning policy statements assumes that urban
areas are more sustainable than the suburbs
because of the preponderance of low-density
housing and the lack of integration of uses in
suburban areas. Compact urban areas are not
in all respects more sustainable than the
suburbs. Recent research suggests that there
is little empirical evidence that the suburbs are
in all aspects less sustainable than urban areas.
In terms of access to services, urban areas are
better placed, but in other respects, particularly
social sustainability and environmental quality,
the advantages are not clear. The lower-density
housing and greater open space found in many
suburbs contribute more to the natural
environment, avoid some of the environmental
problems in dense areas such as the heat
island effect, and offer a more socially
satisfying environment. Suburban areas can
adapt more easily to some environmental
improvements such as recycling, rainwater
harvesting and the use of renewable energy
sources. New models for sustainable suburbs
which are now emerging seek to minimise the
environmental impact and promote less car-
dependent, more sustainable lifestyles.

Accommodating household growth

About 84% of the population of England live in
suburban areas, and it is projected that
between 2001 and 2021 the suburbs will need
to accommodate an additional 2.5million
people. People are moving increasing distances
from urban centres to acquire more space for
their families and in search of what they see as
more attractive ways of life. It is possible to
slow down this cascade by introducing more
‘suburban-quality’ housing and neighbourhoods
with improved services within the inner suburbs
(what might be called the ‘in-town’ suburbs).

There are higher levels of satisfaction with
suburban compared with urban living. By
increasing housing densities the Government
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executive summary

Suburbs are popular places in which to live, but
they are now under great pressure to change 
in order to accommodate the increasing
number of households and to respond to the
challenges posed by some physical
deterioration, social exclusion and post-
industrial economic restructuring.

There is, however, a policy void: suburban
areas house the vast majority of the population,
providing for families and others fleeing hectic
inner urban life, but they are on the margins,
both physically and in terms of policy. With
increasing concerns about the use of natural
resources, the demands for additional homes,
and environmental, social and economic
decline in some suburbs, a new policy
framework is needed to address these issues
in a suburban context.

The framework would enable the suburbs to
respond to these pressures while safeguarding
and enhancing the unique qualities that make
them attractive. The process of change needs
to improve their qualities and not to detract
from them. Rather than being treated as
subordinate to nearby major urban centres,
suburbs need to be seen as neighbourhoods in
their own right.

Government policy

The Government does not have a policy for
suburbs. Planning Policy Statement 1 (PPS1):
Delivering Sustainable Development takes a
broad-brush approach advocating mixed-use and
higher-density compact development without
breaking these objectives down to particular
spatial levels. PPS3: Housing generally
supports these objectives but introduces some
flexibility on the density of new developments
in order to deliver family housing. These policy
statements need to enhance suburban living.
Public funding has tended not to support
suburban areas as it has focused instead on
areas with the highest levels of social and
economic need. But targeted funds are
required for preventative action to halt further
decline in the suburbs and to avoid the need
for major expenditure in the future.
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hopes to achieve ambitious housebuilding
targets, meet the need for smaller homes as
households become smaller, and enable
residential areas to support a wider range of
services. Suburban housing densities tend to be
between 15 and 40 homes per hectare. New
developments in the suburbs tend to be built at
higher densities. They tend to include a mix of
housing tenures, so creating a more socially
mixed community. However, overall, there is an
increasing proportion of one- and two-bedroom
flats, and a danger that this will lead to a
shortage of the suburban-style family housing
which many people move to the suburbs for.

Smaller housing units are unlikely to create a
stable community as they cater only for a
limited group of people at a particular time in
their lives, so creating transient communities
not dissimilar to those found in inner urban
areas. In addition, smaller households do not
necessarily want smaller homes.

There is an argument that it is preferable to
limit housing densities so that housing
aspirations can be met, and to build on
greenfield sites and possibly into the green belt
rather than build at higher housing densities
which do not stand the test of time. It is
possible to build suburban-style family housing
at quite high densities with gardens and off-
street parking, at between 40 and 50 homes
per hectare, but this will require modifications
to highway engineering standards and a
stronger design policy steer.

The quality of the design of new housing
developments will be important: while large
redevelopments tend to be masterplanned,
smaller infill schemes at high densities can
erode the unique character of the suburbs
unless they are effectively appraised and
design standards are enforced.

The provision of services for new housing
developments poses a major challenge. There
are problems in co-ordinating new
development and the necessary infrastructure
to meet the needs of the incoming population.
In the suburbs, where development is usually
on a smaller scale, there are particular
challenges requiring regular assessment of the
impact on services and small-scale upgrading.

Regeneration needs

The suburbs have suffered from neglect; many
are suffering from decline and deprivation. Many
have pockets of quite high levels of long-term
unemployment and people on disability benefit –
however, district-wide indicators do not identify
these places as the most deprived areas

qualifying for Government special funding. There
are concerns that, if this neglect continues, a
major regeneration programme will be required.

Councils need to provide the leadership to
demonstrate that they care about suburban
areas. They need to work with different
interests within local communities, both
residents and businesses, to develop a
regeneration framework. The Government is
relying increasingly on private contributions
towards services; but the scale of development
and the levels of profitability in smaller
suburban centres are likely to limit the potential
for raising planning gain contributions and
establishing business improvement districts. A
flexible funding programme which targets
pockets of deprivation in otherwise relatively
affluent areas is therefore required. It could
support a large number of smaller projects that
will make a difference in suburbs. Suburbs
require neighbourhood management on the
lines of that used in deprived areas to tackle
the diversity of needs and involve local
communities.

District centres

District centres have lost out in the expansion
of out-of-town shopping and large retailing
formats. Some centres have adapted, but many
are having to find new social and economic
roles or new uses for vacant sites and
premises. Retail planning policy in PPS6:
Planning for Town Centres requires local
authorities to prevent over-domination by the
largest centres. This approach should be refined
to ensure that there is provision for
convenience goods stores in ‘walk to’ district
centres, alongside a more rigorous enforcement
of the sequential test and resistance to car-
based out-of-centre development.

There has been an expansion nationally of town
centre management initiatives, but this model
cannot easily be applied to smaller suburban
district centres. Strategies that build on local
demand and audits of district centres, which
some local authorities are carrying out, are a
good starting point. The night-time economy is
spreading to some suburban centres, requiring
close management and mainstream resources
to create a safe and attractive environment
which is compatible with the residential
population.

Employment and the economy

As predominantly residential areas, the
potential of the suburbs to develop high levels
of local employment is limited. However, travel-
to-work patterns are becoming much more
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Recommendations

Central government should:

• Recognise that suburbs have distinctive needs; carry out a fundamental review
of the existing framework for planning and managing suburbs; and develop,
within the context of existing planning and funding strategies, a new approach to
managing growth in the suburbs and addressing their social, economic and
environmental needs and sustainability issues.

• Consider amending PPS1 to safeguard the qualities of suburban living, giving a
greater role for character appraisals in the planning process. Its emphasis on
compact urban centres should reflect PPS3’s flexibility on local authority housing
density targets. There is a need for greater consideration of how the new
models for sustainable suburbs being developed in the UK and Europe can be
widely applied. Good practice guidance being developed as part of PPS1 could
encourage these models.

• Within the context of PPS1 and PPS3, develop a new policy structure for the
selective development of appropriate greenfield sites, including those in the
green belt (to be implemented through regional spatial strategies and local
development frameworks) in regions where there is insufficient brownfield
capacity to support the range of housing densities and development types
necessary to meet the full range of housing needs.

complex. In recent years employment has
increased in the major urban centres and
declined or at least stagnated in many suburbs,
particularly around London. One-way commuting
into urban centres fails to maximise the use of
transport networks. Some suburbs are missing
out because of a lack of communications and
poor accessibility. There is scope to develop
orbital links between suburbs to expand their
catchment areas so that they can mutually
support each other. There is potential for the
suburbs to develop activities complementary to
the main urban centres.

The rebirth of major city centres has acted as a
spur to the formation of city-regional structures.
The suburbs can benefit from the growing
urban economies, but this will require them to
develop a clear identity and a distinctive
contribution to the wider area.

Conclusions and recommendations

A careful balance has to be found between, on
the one hand, promoting housebuilding which
expands the suburbs’ residential offer and
helps to accommodate the increasing number
of households and, on the other hand,
protecting and enhancing the unique qualities
that make them the first-choice places for
many people to live. Suburbs need to be seen
as neighbourhoods in their own right, but they
are not self-contained and should be
considered within their wider context. The links
with surrounding suburbs as well as with the
major centres should be improved.



• Support research looking at the barriers to achieving medium- to high-density
family housing and, in the light of the flexibility being allowed within the context
of PPS3, develop good practice in achieving family housing at varying
densities.

• Promote research into deprivation below district level and the particular features
of suburban deprivation.

• Develop, in the light of research into suburban deprivation, a new funding
programme for smaller projects which helps address pockets of deprivation in
relatively affluent suburban areas.

• Encourage neighbourhood management initiatives in less deprived areas,
including suburbs.

• Consider new mechanisms to enable better co-ordination between the provision
of services and new housing development.

Regional and sub-regional planning bodies should:

• Encourage local authorities to identify declining suburbs and develop
neighbourhood management strategies to revitalise them.

• Consider the potential for improving the transport links between suburban
centres to promote mutual employment growth.

• Identify an economic as well as a residential role for the suburbs within the city-
region, particularly as new sub-regional government structures and strategies
emerge.

Local authorities should:

• Consider how they can retain in the inner suburban areas a greater proportion of
their population by providing suburban-style housing and improving the quality of
their services.

• Use the flexibility within PPS3 to develop a range of housing density targets in
order to secure a variety of new suburban-style housing for families with children
(as well as for smaller households) in the suburbs.

• Introduce character appraisals to ensure that new housing development fits into
the suburbs, giving as much attention to smaller infill schemes as to larger
developments.

• Be proactive in bringing forward schemes for new shopping, particularly
convenience stores, in suburban district centres. However, where demand for
retailing (or offices) has declined such that the spaces are lying redundant,
planning policies need to be applied flexibly so that new uses are allowed,
particularly community uses and housing to cater for local needs.

• In line with PPS6, prevent major shopping centres in their districts from
dominating to the extent that they accelerate the decline in suburban shopping
centres.

• Promote the active management of district and larger centres, particularly at
night, so that they cater for suburban residents and especially older people.

• Set aside funds for a community chest to support smaller community projects in
their suburbs.

• Develop effective structures to co-ordinate the provision of social and physical
infrastructure alongside new housing development.
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1 

the suburban agenda

The suburbs are commonly seen as stable,
unexciting areas where little changes. This
certainty and predictability is one of their
attractions. However, since the first examples
were built in the mid 19th century, the suburbs
have continuously evolved and adapted to the
demands placed on them. They have become
home to a wide range of communities and
lifestyles as people have dispersed away from
urban centres. There are currently three
pressures for change in suburban areas:
• the Government’s sustainability agenda,

which sees the suburbs as environmentally
unsustainable;

• household growth and the need to increase
housebuilding, and the continuing flight from
urban areas; and

• physical, social and economic decline.

1.1 Suburbia – the origins

The growth of the suburbs was inextricably
linked to the growth of the city. As the
architectural historian Tristram Hunt points out,
suburbs have existed at least since Roman
times, but the greatest push came in Victorian
times, when the middle classes sought better
living conditions away from the urban filth. In a
paper for CABE (the Commission for
Architecture and the Built Environment) he
noted that ‘by the 1870s and 1880s something
more remarkable was occurring with regards to
suburbia. The economic and demographic
growth of the Victorian city – combined with a
growing desire on the part of the middle and
lower middle class to depart the filth of the city
– was seeing the erection of unprecedented
numbers of houses. “The greatest advance of
the decade is shown,” reported Sidney Low in
1890, “not in the cities themselves, but in the
ring of suburbs which spread into the country
around them… The centre of population is
shifting from the heart to the limbs. The life-
blood is pouring into the long arms of bricks

and mortar and cheap stucco that are feeling
their way out to the Surrey moors, and the
Essex flats, and the Hertfordshire copses.”
Between 1891 and 1901 the outer ring suburbs
of London expanded by 45 per cent... it was
not just London. Headingley in Leeds, Bowden
and Ellesmere Park near Manchester, and
Edgbaston and Handsworth outside
Birmingham all experienced marked increases
in population.’ 1

New railways and roads enabled the growth of
suburban populations. The Civic Trust’s 1998
report, Sustainable Renewal of Suburban
Areas,2 characterises the suburbs in six types
in terms of their origins:
• the historic inner suburb;
• the planned suburb;
• the social housing suburb;
• the suburban town;
• the public transport suburb; and
• the car suburb.

There have been many definitions of suburbs
which distinguish them fundamentally from
urban areas, thus putting forward the case for
specific policies relating to hem. Reviewing
various definitions and descriptions of suburbia,
Claire Codling highlights its social and cultural
role, as well as the typical physical features:
‘Suburbia: has a peripheral location, and is an
essential product of urban expansion, and has
an integral yet often assumed role as part of
urban economic dynamics. For those living
here it is also an escape from the city, partly or
wholly residential in character often with low
density, ageing housing, which may be difficult
to sustain in the long term. It is also perceived
as having a distinctive culture, community led,
way of life, often a reaction to the perceived
invisibility of city life.’ 3

Stephen Marshall from the Bartlett School at
University College London emphasised the
importance of treating the suburbs as having

1 T. Hunt: ‘The rise and fall of the Victorian city: lessons for contemporary urban renewal’. Lecture, CABE, London, 13 May 2005

2 M. Gwilliam, C. Bourne, C. Swain and A. Prat: Sustainable Renewal of Suburban Areas. JRF/Civic Trust, 1998

3 C. Codling: Who Cares about the Suburbs? (With Particular Reference to Socio-economic Change). MA Dissertation.

Middlesex University, 2001



4 S. Marshall: ‘The emerging ‘Silicon Savanna’: From old urbanism to new suburbanism’. Built Environment, 2006, Vol. 32 (3),

267-280 (Special Issue on Towards Sustainable Suburbs)

5 Tomorrow’s Suburbs: Tools for Making London More Sustainable. Best Practice Guidance. Greater London Authority, 2006

6 Piloting the Mayor’s ‘Tomorrow’s Suburbs’ Toolkit. Groundwork/Mayor of London/LDA, 2006

7 Towards an Urban Renaissance. Final Report of the Urban Task Force. ODPM/E&FN Spon, 1999

8 Our Towns and Cities: The Future – Delivering an Urban Renaissance. Urban White Paper. DETR, 2000

9 Planning Policy Guidance 3: Housing. DETR, 2000

10 Planning Policy Statement 1: Delivering Sustainable Development. ODPM, 2005

11 In Suburbia. In Suburbia Partnership. Environment Department, Hampshire County Council, 2000 (available from SEERA)

12 Consultation – Planning Policy Statement: Planning and Climate Change – Supplement to Planning Policy Statement 1. DCLG,

2006
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their own form which is distinct from urban
areas: ‘if we wish to optimise suburbs for the
future, we should not start with the
assumption that suburbia is intrinsically the
unsustainable offspring of the city – the land-
consuming, travel-generating, socially-alienating
poor relation of the city proper; but what we
call ‘suburban form’ could be a thing in its own
right, and possibly even a more desirable
human habitat than the urban.’ 4

There is some evidence that suburban
residents want their areas to be treated as
places in their own right. A key finding from an
exercise by the Greater London Authority when
piloting its toolkit on the suburbs5 among
community organisations made this very clear:
‘Most of the respondents in the pilot areas did
not see themselves in relation to central
London and therefore as suburbs, but rather as
places in their own right that happened to be
located within Greater London.’ 6

1.2 The suburbs in national policy

The Government’s policy agenda does not
differentiate between the needs of urban and
suburban areas. The Government’s
regeneration agenda since at least 1997 has
been dominated by the needs of urban centres.
In 1997, the Government set up the Urban Task
Force, chaired by Lord Rogers, which led to its
influential report7 and the Urban White Paper.8

The White Paper’s objective was to achieve ‘an
urban renaissance’, promoting compact, mixed-
use developments in city centres and the
greater re-use of urban brownfield sites. The
subsequent revisions to Planning Policy
Guidance Note 3 (PPG3): Housing promoted a
compact urban style of development requiring
higher housing densities, particularly around
transport nodes, prioritising the re-use of
brownfield sites and advocating urban
extensions.9 Planning Policy Statement 1
(PPS1): Delivering Sustainable Development
emphasises the importance of the planning
system ‘promoting the more efficient use of
land through higher density, mixed use

development and the use of suitably located
previously developed land and buildings’.10

The In Suburbia Partnership of local authorities
and other interest groups was formed because
of their concerns that the Urban White Paper
did not address the needs of suburban areas.
Recognising that the suburbs played an
important part in the functioning of urban
centres, the group argued: ‘Suburbs require
policies and funding programmes which are
sufficiently flexible to support preventative
action. Policies and strategies need to make
the most of the opportunities and strengths of
suburban areas: considering suburbs as the
strategic development centres of the future...
Suburbs have a distinctive character and differ
from the urban cores of towns and cities.
These differences need to be properly
recognised if they are to play a full and active
role in achieving an overall renaissance of our
urban areas.’ 11

In terms of promoting sustainability, managing
growth and tackling social, economic and
environmental decline, there is a particular lack
of national policy guidance.

Sustainability

The suburbs are generally seen as
unsustainable. While this is correct in many
respects, there are some features of the lower-
density development which are more
sustainable. The planning policy statement on
planning and climate change which is proposed
as a supplement to PPS1 sets a challenge for
all urban forms to improve their environmental
performance.12 As discussed later in this report,
different solutions are relevant to urban and
suburban areas, and these need to be refined.
It cannot be assumed that urban solutions are
necessarily relevant to the suburbs.

Growth in the suburbs

The Government is seeking to boost the supply
of housing. The Government’s Sustainable
Communities Plan13 is its major strategy
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document for increasing housing supply. It
identifies four growth areas for major new
housing development in the wider South East.
While these growth areas do include some
suburban areas, the primary concentration is on
large sites to the east of London in the Thames
Gateway area, and there is little consideration
of how existing suburbs can accommodate
increasing numbers of households.

While there are examples of regional and local
plans addressing the needs of suburbs, this is
not the case for all authorities. In 2004, a report
by the property consultancy FPD Savills for the
South East of England Regional Assembly said:
‘Suburbs have an important role in
accommodating many of the people who use
towns. They are an important but relatively
unstudied part of the urban scene. Suburbs
play a very important but hidden part in the
urban story but are generally not included or
allocated roles in much of current planning
policy.’ 14

Social, economic and environmental decline

The 2006 State of the English Cities report,15

recognises the important residential role of the
suburbs, but it does not consider their economic,
social or environmental well-being separately

from its overall assessment of towns and cities.
This makes it difficult to assess exactly how
well suburban areas are performing, or their
particular needs. Because they have not
generally suffered the intensity of decline of
urban areas, the suburbs have not had the
attention they deserve. There is evidence
considered later in this report that some suburbs
are suffering decline. Its extent and causes are
not fully researched, and it is not recognised by
the funding allocation mechanisms.

URBED’s study for the South East of England
Regional Assembly, which contributed to the
Assembly’s policies on suburbs in the South
East Plan, developed a finer-grain approach to
suburban regeneration: ‘We took an approach
that is based on identifying neighbourhoods, and
put forward the idea of ‘neighbourhood revival’
as a more realistic alternative to suburban
renaissance.’ 16 It advocates a neighbourhood-
based approach, which focuses attention on an
area’s particular needs or potential. These are:
• areas of stability (with no need for

immediate action);
• areas at risk (or with special needs);
• areas of opportunity (or with scope for

intensification); and
• areas of special character (or with features

that needed protecting and enhancing).

13 Sustainable Communities: Building for the Future. ODPM, 2003

14 Property Markets: Towards Sustainable Suburbs in the South East. FPD Savills Research, for SEERA, 2004

15 State of the English Cities. ODPM, 2006

16 Neighbourhood Revival: Towards More Sustainable Suburbs in the South East. URBED, for SEERA, 2004

the policy challenge

Despite housing the vast majority of the population, there are no government
policies directed specifically at the needs of the suburbs. The suburbs have
grown up as mainly residential areas, peripheral to the urban core, and on
the margins of policy. Some suffer from environmental, social and economic
decline. They are now set to experience a major housebuilding programme.

The challenge is to develop a policy framework to secure a suburban
renaissance, which transforms them into vibrant, sustainable mixed-use
neighbourhoods and as centres of economic growth. This growth policy
should enhance their unique characteristics, address any decline and
improve their sustainability, while incorporating major new housebuilding.

A policy review needs to take up this challenge to consider how:

• planning policy statements and regional and local policies can support
and help develop sustainable suburbs;

• funding strategies can address the social, economic and environmental
needs of the suburbs; and

• governance structures can be introduced to manage change.

The rest of this report sets out these challenges in more detail and considers
how current initiatives to improve the suburbs could be assisted with a more
supportive national policy framework.



2
suburbs and
sustainability
2.1 Social sustainability

2.2 Environmental sustainability

2.3 Approaches to assessing the environmental 
performance of suburban neighbourhoods



14 Achieving a Suburban Renaissance

2 

suburbs and sustainability

Many assumptions have been made about the
suburbs – particularly that they are less
environmentally, socially and economically
sustainable than urban areas. It has been
assumed that the suburbs will become more
sustainable if they are ‘urbanised’ by raising
housing densities close to urban levels in areas
with good transport access; ensuring there is a
mix of uses; and providing the necessary public
services, a good public transport service and
an attractive environment.

The suburbs are seen as inherently
unsustainable in terms of their design and
layout. Because of the low density of much of
the housing and the lack of a mix of uses given
the predominance of housing, there is a much
greater dependency on car use to access
services and employment. Echenique and
Homewood estimate that 47% of the
households in suburban areas17 own a car,
compared with only 24% in urban areas, and
that 8% of journeys in suburban areas are
made by public transport, compared with 17%
in urban areas.18 Urban residents travel only
5,493 miles per year compared with 6,351
miles for suburban residents.

The Urban Task Force suggested that the
suburbs are unsustainable because of the
segregation of uses: ‘The English suburban
experience continues to be characterised by
heavy dependence on separate zones for
different uses, undermining its economic and
social cohesion as well as impacting negatively
upon the natural environment.’ 19

Since the Government announced the
Sustainable Communities Plan in 2003, two

major academic research projects have been
set up to test assumptions about the low levels
of sustainability of suburbs, refine the concepts
and consider strategies to promote greater
sustainability. According to a presentation by
Professor Glen Bramley from Heriot-Watt
University, who is part of the EPSRC-funded
CityForm research project based at Oxford
Brookes University, ‘Urban forms are claimed
to be: spatially sustainable, environmentally
sound, efficient for transport, socially beneficial,
economically viable. The claims are not all
proven.’ 20

2.1 Social sustainability

One of the first pieces of research from the
CityForm programme – a comparative study in
five cities of both urban and suburban areas
using existing data from the Survey of English
Housing and survey work – suggests that, in
terms of satisfaction with an area, compact
areas are less socially sustainable than less-
dense suburban areas, and there are more
social and environmental problems, although it
acknowledges that different social groups have
different experiences of their environments:
‘More dense (compact) urban forms, and their
associated housing types, tend to be
associated with somewhat worse outcomes in
relation to dissatisfaction with home and
neighbourhood, social interaction, safety,
environmental quality, and indications of
potential mobility. Some outcome patterns
point different ways, however. In particular,
access to services is generally better in denser
urban forms, while collective engagement is
more neutral.’ 21

17 Echenique and Homewood use the DETR’s designations – rural, suburban/rural, suburban/urban and urban. The suburban

figures are used to give a clear picture of the challenges

18 M. Echenique and R. Homewood: The Future of Suburbs and Exurbs. Report for the Independent Transport Commission,

2003, p.30

19 Towards an Urban Renaissance. Final Report of the Urban Task Force. ODPM/E&FN Spon, 1999, p.32

20 G. Bramley: ‘Urban form and social sustainability’. Presentation at CityForm (Sustainable Urban Form Consortium) Seminar,

Oxford Brookes University, 2006

21 G. Bramley, N. Dempsey, S. Power and C. Brown: ‘ What is ‘social sustainability’, and how do our existing urban forms

perform in nurturing it?’. Paper at Global Places, Local Spaces Planning Research Conference, University College London,

2006



22 A. Francis and J. Wheeler: One Planet Living in the Suburbs. BioRegional, for WWF, 2006

23 P. Roberts and G. Amos: ‘Planning for climate change’. In The Green Shift: Environmental Policies to Match a Changing Public

Climate. The Smith Institute, 2006

24 London’s Urban Heat Island. A Summary for Decision Makers. GLA, 2006

25 A. Francis and J. Wheeler: One Planet Living in the Suburbs. BioRegional, for WWF, 2006

26 N. Falk. In Special Issue on Towards Sustainable Suburbs. Built Environment, 2006, Vol. 32 (3)
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This work reveals the importance of private
gardens in terms of both personal satisfaction
with the home and social interaction. It
suggests that further work is required into the
role of public gardens.

2.2 Environmental sustainability

The traditional lower-density development and
the leafy environment in suburbia can
contribute to sustainability. The advantages of
less-dense housing can be further utilised.
Some of the new approaches to suburban
development are seeking to achieve higher
levels of environmental sustainability by
reducing car dependency and incorporating
energy-saving features while retaining the
innate feature of suburbia.

WWF’s analysis of Solihull, a suburb of
Birmingham, quantifies its current
environmental performance and highlights the
opportunities for improvement.22 It points to
the inherent unsustainability of the lower-
density housing and the poorer environmental
performance of the houses themselves. The
housing tends to be far less energy efficient;
typical detached houses are three times as
energy intensive as the average flat.

However, WWF also highlights aspects where
suburban areas are more environmentally
sustainable than densely developed urban
areas. The leafy, less-densely developed
environment in traditional suburban areas can
help to tackle the impact of climate change. For
example, high-density areas such as London
often experience an ‘urban heat island effect’,
which is avoided in less-dense suburban areas.
Ambient air temperatures are 5-6

o
C higher after

sunset than in the surrounding green belt
areas, because the buildings and roads retain
heat more than green areas.

The advantages of a greener environment were
also highlighted in a presentation by Peter
Roberts, from the Academy of Sustainable
Communities, and Gideon Amos, Chief
Executive of the Town and Country Planning
Association: ‘Green cover will be an important
comfort in future, helping to reduce the
impacts of rising temperatures, heavy rainfall
and the pressures on biodiversity.
Simultaneously moderating high temperatures

and reducing the effects of hardscaping (which
does not absorb rainfall and has high embodied
energy) provides an opportunity for species
adaptation programmes and reduces flood risk,
as well as absorbing carbon emissions. The
increasing importance of green cover should
perhaps rank as the single most important
design and development feature in the context
of climate change.’ 23 A study for London’s
Mayor highlights the health and environmental
implications of the heat island effect and also
the dangers from climate change. It dismisses
the potential for changing the land cover
characteristics but advocates urban greening,
green roofs and more ‘open’ development.24

WWF also highlights the considerable potential
for improving the environmental performance
of the lower-density housing. Using its ‘One
Planet Living’ methodology, WWF estimates
that the average resident of Solihull currently
uses the equivalent of five-and-half ‘planets’. It
estimates that a keen resident of a ‘retrofitted’
suburb could reduce that by half. It says that
suburban houses can accommodate local
power generation such as wind turbines and
photovoltaic cells on roofs and micro-
generation and rainwater harvesting.25

There are examples in Europe where suburban,
medium-density housing developments have
been built which achieve quite high
environmental performance and are less car-
dependent. Nick Falk from URBED points to
the new settlements of Vauban and Rieselfeld
on the edge of Freiburg in southern Germany:
‘By building apartments around large
courtyards featuring sustainable urban drainage
schemes, children can grow up in a natural
environment which is seen as good for their
socialization. Vauban features the largest
collection of solar panels in Europe; apartment
blocks are softened by large balconies, which
are covered in greenery. Cycles and trams are
used instead of cars, which are parked on the
edge in a multi-storey car park powered by the
sun.’ 26

English Partnerships is developing a sustainable
suburban model which is intended to be a
benchmark for new developments. The design
workshop report on its proposals for Oxley Park
in Milton Keynes highlights the potential to
minimise resource consumption and enhance
local environmental capital in new suburban



2.3 Approaches to assessing the 
environmental performance of 
suburban neighbourhoods

Approaches to urban regeneration generally
use checklists of sustainability indicators to
assess the environmental performance of
individual schemes in isolation. One of the
CityForm projects is developing a more
systematic approach which sets targets for
making an area more sustainable and tests
different development models against them.
The research project by Hildebrand Frey from
Glasgow University called ‘Urbanising
Suburbia’ 31 is working with communities in
Glasgow. Its approach starts by assessing the
sustainability of an area and setting a
sustainability target, and then through
modelling seeks to assess which intensification
model would help to achieve the target and
would be acceptable to the community.

This neighbourhood approach is being
developed further by the Solutions programme
under the leadership of Marcial Echenique at
Cambridge University. The programme is
considering issues about how the new housing
is planned in terms of transport choices and
the use of local facilities. Early work has looked
at different patterns of urban form and the likely
implications for sustainability. It initially
assessed the layouts of existing suburbs, and it
is now considering different scenarios for new
suburban development around Cambridge and
their level of sustainability. The initiative has
developed sustainability criteria by which
different options have been measured.32 Other
work as part of the Solutions programme has
drawn attention to the energy consumption of
different urban forms. However, Gordon
Mitchell from the University of Leeds says that
there is a ‘lack of methodology to assess the
relative energy use between different forms of
development patterns and designs’. 33

Conclusions

The Government’s assumption in PPS1 about
the sustainability of compact urban areas is
unproven. Dense urban development is not 
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developments. Proposals include local energy
generation, water-saving fittings, local food
production, and design layouts which promote
the use of shared facilities.27 English
Partnerships is seeking to reduce dependency
by incorporating extensive cycle and pedestrian
routes, cycle storage and parking. A car club
using electric vehicles is also proposed. The
scheme is seen as a pilot project aimed at
testing the viability of developing a sustainable
suburban development model, which, if
successful, will be rolled out across a number
of other English Partnerships sites. The draft
tender document suggests that ‘Through its
development, it will not only act as a
benchmark for other English Partnerships sites,
but also serve as a compelling model for
enlightened suburban development.’ 28

The Government has published a draft
supplement to PPS1 on planning and climate
change and a Code for Sustainable Homes to
raise the environmental performance of new
homes.29 PPS1 would give planning authorities
new powers to secure low-energy sustainable
development and is to be followed up by good
practice guidance. The Code for Sustainable
Homes sets six levels of environmental
performance for different homes and from
2008 all new homes will be required to secure
a rating under the code. The good practice
guide for PPS1 provides an opportunity to
develop models for lower-density sustainable
suburbs.

Two reports by Transport 2000 highlight the
high level of car dependency in the London
suburbs. They point to the major contribution
which their residents make to car use in the
Capital – 87% of all car journeys by Londoners
begin and end in outer London, and 22% of
journeys to work in outer London are by public
transport, compared with 79% in central
London. Transport 2000 links this to the decline
in facilities in local services as well as housing
design – ‘a loss of community facilities;
deteriorating local centres, a growing need to
travel to meet everyday needs; and unattractive
alternatives to travel by car’, according to a
summary of both reports.30

27 Sustainable Suburbia. Oxley Park, Milton Keynes, Design Workshop Report for English Partnerships, 2006

28 Oxley Park Development Proposals and Guidance. English Partnerships, 2006

29 Consultation – Planning Policy Statement: Planning and Climate Change – Supplement to Planning Policy Statement 1. DCLG,

2006; and Code for Sustainable Homes: A Step-Change in Sustainable Home Building Practice. DCLG, 2006

30 Making Way for Better Transport in Outer London; and Low Carbon Transport in Outer London. Transport 2000, 2007

31 H. Frey and S. Bageen: ‘Urbanising suburbia’. Presentation at CityForm (Sustainable Urban Form Consortium) Seminar, Oxford

Brookes University, 2006

32 H. Barton, M. Grant, M. Horswell and J. King: ‘Initial findings of the local design scenarios’. Presentation toSolutions Research

Group Seminar, Cambridge University, 2005 

33 G. Mitchell: Urban Development, Form and Energy Use in Buildings: A Review for the Solutions Project. School of Geography

and Institute for Transport Studies, University of Leeds, 2005
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New developments in suburbia can retain the
innate features of medium-density housing
while achieving quite high environmental
performance. There are examples in other 
parts of Europe where ‘sustainable suburbs’
which seek to reduce car dependency are
being built. In the UK, English Partnerships is
developing models in Milton Keynes. There is a
need for greater consideration of how those
‘sustainable suburbs’ models can be more
widely applied.

Any plans to build a new suburb or extend or
intensify an existing one should be part of a
managed process which takes a neighbourhood
approach, considering the impact on the
sustainability of an area rather than just the
individual features of a housing scheme.
Sustainability appraisals of new developments
need to consider the neighbourhood, rather
than the individual proposal.

the sustainability challenge

A number of models of sustainable suburbs are now emerging, providing
examples of medium-density housing developments that combine the social
advantages of suburban living with high environmental performance. The
challenge is to:

• develop policy which ensures that they are built on a large scale; and

• develop the policies to revitalise town and district centres that are central
to addressing car dependency in existing suburbs.

in all respects socially or environmentally 
more sustainable than lower-density suburban
areas. The lower-density housing and greater
open space found in many suburbs 
contribute more to the natural environment,
avoid some of the environmental problems in
dense areas such as the heat island effect, 
and offer a more socially satisfying
environment. There is some evidence that 
the residents of suburban areas have more
social interaction than their urban counterparts.
PPS1 needs to reflect the environmental
advantages of less-compact suburban-style
development.

There is considerable potential to improve the
environmental performance of existing
suburban areas through local power generation,
recycling schemes and rainwater harvesting –
systems which are not always so easy to install
in more-densely developed urban areas.
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accommodating household
growth in the suburbs

3.1 Housing demand and the 
population cascade to the 
suburbs

About 84% of the population of England lives
in suburban areas. The population of the
suburbs increased by 1 million between 1981
and 2001. The study on the future of the
suburbs by Marcial Echenique and Rob
Homewood for the Independent Transport
Commission projects that, between 2001 and
2021, there will be pressure for them to
accommodate an additional 2.5million people.34

The Government is seeking nationally to increase
annual housebuilding from about 160,000 to
200,000 additional homes per year by 2016 to
meet the needs of the increasing number of
households and to reduce pressure on house
prices.35 Most local authorities are being given
considerably increased housebuilding targets to
meet this projected demand. The continuing
and in some places accelerating cascade of
population from the inner city to the suburbs
and beyond is adding to the pressure to build in
towns and villages around major centres.

Despite the Government’s urban policies and
the recent growth in urban living, the
population cascade which involves households
moving from inner urban areas to the suburbs
and beyond seems to be continuing. The urban
lifestyle does not suit many families. The
causes of this cascade have not been fully
researched. The literature suggests that it is
driven by aspirations for greater space and a
better quality of life; by the relative cheapness
of housing in the suburban area; and by greater
affluence, which enables families to look for
larger homes typically found in suburban areas.

The South East Hampshire Housing Research
Consortium described this cascade as a
property ladder: ‘Historically there is a pattern of
outward migration from Portsmouth into the
surrounding districts. There has also been some
large-scale social housing development outside
the city. Lower income households from both
Fareham and Havant tend to move into Gosport
or Portsmouth in order to rent privately or buy
their first home. At the same time more
affluent households in Gosport and Portsmouth
in turn move out into Havant and Fareham
seeking a more suburban lifestyle. This is a
traditional pattern within the sub region.’ 36

Work by Professor Tony Champion points to
continuing decentralisation in Manchester,
Liverpool and Newcastle, with the outer ring
areas gaining population and the central city
continuing to lose between 1991 and 2001. The
major exception is London, where growth in
the inner boroughs exceeded that in the outer
London boroughs and the rest of the city-
region.37 The cascade is moving further out,
with smaller rural towns and coastal towns
away from the big centres gaining population at
a faster rate than the suburbs. Professor
Champion’s analysis of the 2001 Census points
out that: ‘At the rural end of the scale, the two
types of rural district recorded a stronger rate
of net gain than the mixed urban/rural districts,
with remoteness conveying a clear premium in
both cases. Resorts and retirement districts,
however, gained migration at an even higher
rate than these, greatly out of line with what
would be expected from their intermediate
position in the urban hierarchy. Both types of
non-metro city also recorded stronger
migration balances than their urban status
would have predicted.’ 38

34 M. Echenique and R. Homewood: The Future of Suburbs and Exurbs. Report for the Independent Transport Commission,

2003, p.30. The authors break down the population growth projections into three areas: in suburban/urban areas – an increase

of 544,00 people; in suburbs – an increase of 754,700; and in suburban/rural areas a 1 million increase

35 The Government´s Response to Kate Barker´s Review of Housing Supply. ODPM/HM Treasury, 2005

36 The South East Hampshire Housing Market. Understanding the Links and Planning the Future.  Study commissioned by the

four housing authorities of the South East Hampshire sub-region. South East Hampshire Research Consortium, 2003

37 T. Champion: ‘Sustainable communities? Planning and housing at national and regional levels in England’. Paper presented at

the Housing Studies Association Autumn Conference on ‘Planning and Housing: Policy and Practice’, Belfast, 2004

38 T. Champion: ‘Population movement within the UK’. In Focus on People and Migration. ONS, 2005, chap. 6
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The Local Futures report on the State of the
Nation 2006 warns about the impact of the
continuing ‘metropolitan sprawl’. Local Futures’
Director Mark Hepworth wrote: ‘The
knowledge economy is leading Britain to
become a nation of commuters... big cities’
commuting hinterlands continue to expand in
all directions, reinforcing metropolitan sprawl.
Suburban Britain, where growing numbers of
knowledge workers live, is facing greater
pressures on housing, infrastructure and
services, threatening the social well-being of
existing suburban communities who are priced
out of the housing market.’ 39

Households are prepared to spend longer
travelling to work for the quality of life of their
home environment. A study from Heriot-Watt
University into the link between housing costs
and transport provision concludes: ‘As
household incomes have risen so have
commuting distances. The model also
emphasizes how the operation of local housing
markets and urban form are set within a
framework of transport costs (that determines
accessibility relationships) which in turn is
dependent on the transport infrastructure.’ 40

3.2 Slowing down the cascade

The Institute of Public Policy Research’s work
on the new city-dwellers points out that city
centre living cannot offer an alternative to the
suburbs, but it suggests that the inner suburbs
could play a key role in retaining families for
longer: ‘The UK is evolving a distinctive model
of city centre living, dominated by young 
single people... Convenience and buzz are the
main attractions for city centre residents...
There is a ‘conveyor belt’ effect: most people
move out after a few years, and in any given
year a third of the population moves out. This
level of churn is three times higher than the UK
average. Most residents leave the city core
when they have children, because of lack of
space, lack of services – and because they
prefer the suburbs.’ 41

The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister’s (now
the Department for Communities and Local
Government’s) Northern Way strategy
highlights a challenge for local authorities to
retain their population in the inner suburbs: ‘In

spite of such successes, there remains a lot to
be done, particularly in the ‘inner ring’ area
between the city centres and their suburbs,
and in the centres of other towns and cities.
Many of our major cities continue to lose
population and employment from those areas
to their suburbs and beyond.’ 42

The Black Country Consortium – a grouping of
local authorities, other public agencies and
private sector interests – has put forward
proposals in revisions to the West Midlands
Regional Spatial Strategy which aim to tackle the
forces that make households leave the inner
suburbs. They are seeking to retain population in
the major centres and take the pressure off the
market towns around by providing family housing
in an attractive environment close to the town
and city centres. They want to link housing and
employment in a leafy environment. The current
housing offer is limited to smaller Victorian
terrace houses, and the major development
opportunities are on former industrial sites.

The Black Country Study, which was prepared
by the Consortium and accepted as part of the
first revisions of the West Midlands Regional
Spatial Strategy, says that: ‘This higher rate of
house building will assist with the creation of
stronger mixed, sustainable communities
across the Black Country. It is essential that the
new residential areas should offer a more
diverse range of housing types and densities. In
particular, more quality mid-market and upper
market homes for middle and higher income
households are essential. Currently such
households are more inclined, and able, to leave
the Black Country to find homes elsewhere.’ 43

A recent paper by Peter Hall referred to ‘in-
town’ suburbia, suggesting that suburban-style
medium-density homes should be built in inner
suburbs: ‘It is paradoxical: the easiest way to
repopulate our depopulated cities would be to
develop extensive new suburbs in-town, places
like Ealing (or Edgbaston or Jesmond), complete
with their own community life – rather than
seeking to impose an unfamiliar form of urban-
ness on them.’ 44 In a study of Manchester and
Leipzig, Hall suggests that it is important for
councils to develop ‘conscious policies to rebuild
extensive areas of their middle and outer rings
with middle-class family-oriented housing,
providing private garden space, accessible and

39 ‘Better jobs threaten well-being for all’. Regeneration & Renewal, 10 Feb. 2006

40 C. Jones, C. Leishman and C. MacDonald: Local Housing Markets and Urban Form. School of the Built Environment, Heriot-

Watt University, 2005

41 M. Nathan and C. Urwin: City People: City Centre Living in the UK. IPPR, 2006

42 Making it Happen: The Northern Way. ODPM, 2004

43 The Black Country Study: Technical Executive Summary. Black Country Consortium, 2006

44 P. Hall: ‘The land fetish: densities and London planning’. In London: Bigger and Better? London School of Economics, 2006
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safe public open space, and streets safe from
traffic hazards; provide top-quality crèches, pre-
school facilities, primary and secondary schools,
as good as anything on offer in the suburbs and
small towns; provide top-quality transport,
including walking and cycling routes to schools
and shops, and public transport; but also,
provide for the use of the car when people feel
they need it; and manage social and policing
programmes, through integrated policies, to
ensure that neighbourhoods are perceived as
safe and socially integrated places.’ 45

Conclusions

Households are moving further and further out
of the urban centres from the inner to the

outer suburbs and beyond into surrounding
towns. This is causing increasingly longer
commuting times. Suburban-style 
development is needed close to urban 
centres to slow down the population 
cascade, limiting suburban sprawl and creating
more stable communities. Councils need to
ensure that there is a wider range of housing
densities and pay greater attention to 
housing quality and the quality of services
within the inner suburbs if they are to retain
some of the population who would otherwise
move to the outer suburbs and beyond. The
requirements of the inner suburbs are an area
worthy of further study with a view to
considering how the population turnover can 
be reduced.

the household growth challenge

People are moving increasing distances from the urban cores to secure
suburban-quality housing. The challenge is to stop this population cascade
by accommodating aspirations for suburban housing within urban areas and
increase housebuilding within suburban areas without affecting, or
preferably while also improving, their offer.

45 A. Mace, N. Gallent, P. Hall, L. Porsch, R. Braun and U. Pfeiffer: Shrinking to Grow? The Urban Regeneration Challenge in

Leipzig and Manchester. The Young Foundation, 2005
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securing sufficient and
appropriate new housing 
in the suburbs

Suburban living is popular because of the
greater space and environmental quality the
suburbs offer. Recent housing development
has tended to be of a more urban style, with
higher-density housing, increasingly made up of
smaller units in flatted development. There are
many reasons for this. Securing higher-density
housing is central to achieving housebuilding
targets while avoiding encroaching on the
green belt and creating sustainable
communities with a critical mass to support
local services. However, this policy may not be
securing appropriate housing to meet the
needs of traditional suburban residents. There
is scope to increase housing densities, but the
limit should be based on achieving housing
forms that meet popular aspirations, particularly
in the suburbs.

4.1 Housing preferences and new 
housing development

A study of neighbourhood dissatisfaction
carried out for the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation (JRF) in 1999 showed that the
residents in suburbs, both deprived and
affluent, were far less dissatisfied than similar
groups in inner city areas.46 Another study on
public preferences conducted for the JRF,
looking at new housing, emphasised the
importance of quality of life and high-quality
local services within medium- to low-density
housing areas.47 The preferred housing form is
detached or semi-detached homes. The report
concludes that ‘dramatically increased density
is not favoured as the answer to the perceived
housing shortage. The clear message is that
the majority of people aspire to live in detached
or semi-detached homes with gardens. A
modest increase in density is acceptable in
certain situations.’

A more recent study by CABE showed a general
preference for many aspects of suburban-style
housing and neighbourhoods. It emphasised the
importance of space – the need for a private
garden and a detached or semi-detached
house, and a concern about high density and
small rooms. In terms of the neighbourhood,
house-buyers are seeking somewhere that is
safe, has low crime levels, and good services
within walking distance.48 The report says that
many of the qualities being sought in suburban
areas are not realistic – particularly in terms of
the availability of services, which are only viable
with a certain level of density of population
within a reasonable catchment area. However, it
concludes: ‘We have to recognise our suburban
history and the concomitant aspirations and
reconcile that with a vision of compact cities
and a supply-side strategy premised on higher
densities. Critically, if we retain the strategy in
the face of uncertain public opinion, we have to
make sure we deliver on the benefits of higher
densities, or else we will end up with the worst
of both worlds.’

Suburban housing densities tend to be between
15 and 40 homes per hectare. The London Plan
includes a matrix which relates the density of
new development to transport access, setting
out levels for suburban, urban and central areas.
It has a target for suburban areas up to 65
dwellings per hectare (dph), depending on
public transport access. 49 Draft PPS3 suggested
a density target up to 55 dph in the suburbs but
the final version sets a minimum density target
of 30 dph, the same as in the preceding PPG3.
There is a strong emphasis on the provision of
family housing and meeting the needs of
young people. Councils are encouraged in PPS3
to promote ‘a variety of housing, particularly in
terms of tenure and price and a mix of different
households such as families with children,

46 R. Burrows and D. Rhodes: Patterns of Neighbourhood Dissatisfaction in England. Findings 118. JRF, 1998

47 S. Platt, W. Fawcett and R. de Carteret: Housing Futures: Informed Public Opinion. Cambridge Architectural Research/JRF,

2004

48 What Home Buyers Want: Attitudes and Decision Making among Consumers. CABE, 2005

49 The London Plan: Spatial Development Strategy for Greater London. GLA, 2004
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single person households and older people...
where family housing is proposed, it will be
important to ensure that the needs of children
are taken into account and that there is good
provision of recreational areas, including private
gardens, play areas and informal play space.’ 50

In the last five years, new homes have tended
to be smaller, with an increasing number of
flats. The proportion of flats given planning
permission in England has risen from 39% in
2000 to 55% in 2005.51 At the same time,
housing densities have risen considerably,
particularly in London and the South East,
where they have risen in line with the increase
in flats. Government figures set out in Table 1
highlight the increasing densities of new
housebuilding since 2000, particularly in London.

The process driving the increase in densities and
smaller homes goes beyond planning policies.
A presentation by June Barnes, the Chief
Executive of East Thames Group, on barriers to
building family housing highlighted both the
process which is leading to housebuilders
putting up smaller units and the social results:
‘We are promoting high density housing but
getting hyper density housing which:
• raises aspirations on land value;
• leads to higher land costs;
• leads to developing flats not houses and

generally smaller units with consequent
service charge issues;

• potentially reinforces overcrowding in social
housing;

• creates unsettled communities with housing
for sale going to the buy to let market with
high turnovers;

• raises the value of traditional family housing
for sale so middle income groups are more
likely to move out of London.’ 52

These comments were reflected in a study by
the National Housing Federation which revealed
that the two main reasons why mainly smaller
homes were being built were that ‘a desire to
maximise land value leads to an incentive to
create more, smaller homes and that local
authorities do not have clear enough planning
policy requirements for family-sized affordable
units’.53

There is concern in ‘middle England’ that, as
housing density increases, the key features of
the suburbs are being lost, with high-density
anonymous flats being built on back gardens.
The Daily Express reported on rumours that the
Government was to use a ‘spy in the sky’ to
identify back gardens with building potential,
and it suggested that ‘compulsory purchase
orders could be used to force families to sell
land to developers’. The Conservative Party’s
local government spokesperson, Caroline
Spelman MP, is quoted as saying: ‘Ruth Kelly
[the Secretary of State for Local Government
and Communities] is creating a database of

Region

North East

North West

Yorkshire and Humber

East Midlands

West Midlands

East of England

London

South East

South West

England

24

26

22

21

24

22

56

24

25

25

26

27

22

22

27

22

48

24

26

25

26

26

24

24

29

24

58

25

29

27

29

35

33

26

32

29

84

33

35

34

33

42

33

37

36

35

96

39

37

40

40

41

39

38

36

35

112

41

39

41

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Table 1   
Density of new dwellings built by region, 2000 to 2005

50 Planning Policy Statement 3: Housing. DCLG, 2006

51 Housing Market Intelligence Report. Home Builders Federation, 2006

52 J. Barnes: ‘Providing family housing: a housing association’s perspective’. Presentation to the ALG Conference on ‘Barriers to

Building Larger Units’. London, 2005

53 Think Big: Delivering Family Homes for Londoners. London Housing Federation/National Housing Federation, 2006

Source: Land Use Change in England: Residential Development to 2005. Update – July 2006.

DCLG, 2006
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every garden in the country to help cram more
development into suburban communities
regardless of local opinion’.54 The Daily Mail
pointed to the loss of traditional family homes
and their replacement with flats: ‘One in seven
new properties goes up in a residential area, as
family homes are pulled down by developers
and replaced with flats. All around the country
perfectly decent family houses are being
demolished so developers can cram high
density housing on to garden land.’ 55

Estate agents are reporting a shortage of semi-
detached homes. The Times newspaper
reported on a survey from the estate agency
propertyfinder.com which found that ‘there is a
shortage of 350,000 family homes but an
oversupply of available flats. Our analysis
explains why prices for two-bedroom flats are
underperforming, while demand for other types
of housing has been so strong.’ 56 A recent
study of housing in the Thames Gateway by the
University of East London revealed a shortage
of family housing. The study of 56 recent
developments reported that 82% of all new
properties being built are either one- or two-
bedroom units.57

Despite the growth in smaller households, there
are many reasons why smaller homes may not
meet current or future demands. The TCPA
summed this up in its response to proposed
amendments to PPG3 in 2003: ‘The nation’s
housing stock should be flexible – capable of
being adapted to meet changing needs over
time. However, as the consultation document
makes clear, the Government wants more small
homes to meet today’s small households... The
TCPA is deeply concerned that there is no
flexibility in such an approach for the time
when household size starts to rise again, and
the consequence will be more children raised
in small flats and tiny starter homes – a legacy
of the 1980s which still hangs over us. In
addition, people generally do not want small
homes. Successive surveys show that even
one and two person households want a home
that is large enough for home-working, for
friends and family to visit, and to ensure that
the market will be as wide as possible when
the house is eventually put up for sale. The

majority of households also want a garden – a
very sustainable option.’ 58

The increasing number of people working from
home is a particular factor. According to a
report from the Work Foundation, in spring
2001 about 2.2 million people in the UK (about
7.4% of the workforce) worked at home at
least one day a week, using a telephone and
computer. There has been an increase in the
number of teleworkers of 65-70% over the
period 1997-2001.59

Manchester City Council is seeking to redress
the balance of flats to houses being developed
in the city, because it is concerned that the
diversity of housing supply is under threat.
According to Neil Swannick, Manchester
Council’s executive member for planning and
the environment, ‘developers favouring
apartments over family homes threaten efforts
for housing diversity... Because land values
have increased as a result of the ability of
landowners to get a greater value through flats,
then that is further driving up land values and
putting us into a cycle that we don’t want.’ 60

High-density housing does not necessarily have
to be in the form of flats, and it can meet the
needs of the traditional suburban dweller. The
high-value, high-density terrace homes in
Kensington and Chelsea and in many urban
areas are popular and would probably meet the
aspirations of some suburban dwellers. There
have been many reports by CABE and others
highlighting the potential to achieve larger
family homes in high-density housing
developments. A report by the architect Sir
Richard MacCormac sets out some conceptual
designs which demonstrate that ‘individual
houses, private gardens and entrances, green
spaces, privacy and off-street parking’ can be
achieved at 50 dwellings per hectare.61 He
suggests that, at that density it is possible to
secure the advantages that living in a densely
populated urban environment can offer, such as
a viable public transport system and many
facilities within ten minutes’ walk. To achieve
that level of density, a new approach to
highway engineering is required, which ‘rejects
distributor roads which dilute density in favour

54 Daily Express, 29 May 2006

55 Daily Mail, 25 May 2006

56 ‘It's time to learn a few home truths’. The Times, 30 Jun. 2006

57 The report was sponsored by the solicitors Davies Arnold Cooper, who published a press release on 28 Sept. 2006 entitled

‘Thames Gateway – No families allowed – Industry criticises government’s Thames Gateway policy’

58 Response to the Consultation on Proposed Changes to PPG3 – Housing. TCPA, 2003

59 T. Dwelly and Y. Bennion: Time to go Home: Embracing the Homeworking Revolution. The Work Foundation, 2003

60 ‘Manchester emphatic about family homes’. Inside Housing, 22 Sept. 2006

61 Redefining Suburbia. MacCormac Jamieson Prichard, 2005



26 Achieving a Suburban Renaissance

of permeable road networks which sustain
density, reduce traffic speed and create a more
pedestrian-friendly and neighbourly environment’.

However, there are a limited number of
examples where such development is taking
place. There are some high-profile examples of
suburban-quality, medium- to high-density
developments with a range of homes including
family houses, garages, landscaping, footpaths
and home zones. More are in the pipeline. The
Ingress Park development near Greenhithe in
Kent in the grounds of a former abbey includes
a countryside walk which integrates Tudor
mounds, numerous follies, a new tree-lined
boulevard and a grassed amphitheatre. To
maintain coherence with the wider urban
context, a linear park links old Greenhithe with
the new development. The density is quite
high, ranging from 40 dph to 150 dph.62

The Accordia development on a brownfield site
about two miles from Cambridge city centre is
40dph overall, 67 dph in built area. According to
CABE, ‘Restrictive covenants and planning
restraints limited housing numbers, defined
distances from neighbouring roads and
protected mature trees, the setting of a
neighbouring Grade II listed building and the
landscape corridor of Hobson’s Brook and
footpath to the west. The masterplan’s quality
and sensitivity allayed public concerns and
gained the support of the local architectural
centre, Shape Cambridge.’ 63

English Partnerships’ plans for a ‘sustainable
suburb’ at Oxley Park in Milton Keynes include
a mix of family and smaller homes at a density
of 42 dph.

Conclusions

Suburban-style housing is popular. The
Government’s objective to increase housing
densities in suburban areas is to make them
more sustainable and able to support a wide
range of services. An increasing number of
smaller homes and mainly flats are being built.
With falling household sizes there is a need for
some smaller homes, but smaller households
are not necessarily looking for smaller homes.
There is a danger that socially unsustainable
areas may be created if flats predominate as
they do not meet long-term aspirations,
catering for a more transient population, similar
to many urban areas. A mix of family housing
and flats is required to create stable, diverse
communities.

The density requirements for new housing
development set by the Government are seen
as a key driver in leading to housebuilders
putting up smaller homes. However, there are
examples where medium- to high-density
family housing has been developed. PPS3
offers some opportunities for councils to
manage the kind of new housing built and to
promote more family housing. Road layout
requirements may also need to be amended.

4.2 The potential for more 
housebuilding in the suburbs

There has been a long discussion about the
potential to increase the number of households
within suburban areas. The 1998 report for the
JRF on the Sustainable Renewal of Suburban
Areas pointed to the results of capacity studies,
concluding that ‘Despite the early expectations,
the studies suggest that many suburban areas
have limited scope for physical change in the
short term.’ 64 However, local authorities and
others are adopting a five-pronged approach to
securing generally high-density, additional
housing within the suburbs, through:
• large-scale developments on former

industrial sites;
• major redevelopment of existing housing

sites – mainly social housing estates;
• redevelopment of town centre office

buildings for housing;
• infill – small scale; and
• new suburbs – sometimes in the green belt.

The London Borough of Barnet Council’s
strategy is to protect areas with a high-quality
environment, enhance some areas to meet the
needs of the local communities, and promote
growth on some major development sites. The
Borough’s Unitary Development Plan identifies
several centres for intensification, and on
others – such as Mill Hill East and Colindale – a
wide range of uses including new employment
and housing is proposed to make them more
sustainable. The major developments are
housing-led but include other services. At
Cricklewood Sidings a new town centre is being
planned alongside about 5,000 new homes.

The redevelopment of the council housing
estates in West Hendon and Colindale, like many
redevelopments of social housing suburbs, is
introducing a mix of private housing for sale
and social rented housing. The mix is intended
to help create more sustainable communities
by breaking up concentrations of poverty and

62 Ingress Park, Greenhithe, Kent. CABE case studies. www.cabe.org.uk/casestudies.aspx

63 Accordia, Cambridge. CABE case studies. www.cabe.org.uk/casestudies.aspx

64 M. Gwilliam, C. Bourne, C. Swain and A. Prat: Sustainable Renewal of Suburban Areas. YPS/Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1998
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avoiding the stigma associated with many of
the mono-tenure estates.65

The strategy being adopted in Ilford is to
develop new housing within the town centre
itself. The London Borough of Redbridge
expects to achieve about 6,000 new homes by
2016 through the redevelopment of under-used
office blocks. The council is to encourage a mix
of uses, with business and leisure uses on the
ground floor and housing above in blocks which
could be as high as 15 storeys. The current
policy is for one- and two-bedroom flats in the
developments.66 Around the town centre, the
council hopes to secure a further 8,000 homes in
local and district centres. These will be achieved
on an ad hoc basis. It will require planners to be
creative in identifying opportunities. The council
is hoping that high design quality will persuade
local communities to accept the new schemes.

New suburbs are being created around existing
towns and cities such as Milton Keynes,
Northampton, Cambridge and Ashford. They are
being designed to create urban-style
developments as urban extensions – with
relatively high-density housing development,
shops and some employment. These
developments are mostly being masterplanned
to a high design and environmental quality and
at quite high densities. Whether they will
provide the space for families looking for a
house and garden is an issue. For example, the
Campbell Park scheme in Milton Keynes is to
be built to high environmental standards
including ‘cycling’ and renewable energy
measures but is to be built at 110 dph with 225
flats and 55 town houses.

Public transport and other links with urban cores
will be fundamental in creating sustainable
suburbs and not generating traffic congestion.
Peter Hall highlights the mistakes of previous
suburban developments: ‘In the suburbs built
over the last 20 years, it isn’t even clear that
there was a very positive attempt to guarantee
public transport, even if it had been possible. And
that’s particularly the case because these newest
suburbs have very often been attached to quite
small towns or even villages, where even in its
heyday the bus may have called only once or
twice a week. This is the key point: it’s this very
large-scale deconcentration and diffusion, out of
the cities into the small towns, out of the small
towns into the villages, that has created our
present crisis of complete car dependence.’ 67

Conclusions

There is limited capacity for new housebuilding
in the suburbs. The redevelopment of some
suburbs is providing the opportunity to broaden
the housing offer, making them more diverse
and more stable. Introducing home-ownership
within social housing suburbs can help to break
up concentrations of poverty and create more
mixed communities.

4.3 The need to expand outwards 
to accommodate housing 
demand

As discussed earlier, successful suburban-
quality housing can be built at medium to high
density, but the Government’s housebuilding
targets will probably require quite high-density
housing development if they are to be achieved
within existing built-up areas, with at least 60%
being constructed on brownfield sites. There is
a growing body of opinion that achieving these
targets even at high density levels may be
challenging, but to meet suburban housing
aspirations with lower-density housing is
probably impossible. Discussing this problem in
the context of London and the South East, the
LSE housing economist Christine Whitehead
suggests that there is a case for ‘relaxing
planning constraints on green land within the
South East and East, allowing many more
people to achieve the traditional ambition of
living in homes with gardens... A more positive/
planned alternative is to promote more selective
forms of relatively compact development on
greenfield sites outside Greater London, which
would complement a more modest
intensification strategy within London.’ 68

Greenfield sites, and particularly those in the
green belt, are protected from most
development, but some organisations have
questioned the environmental quality of some
of greenfield land, and particularly the
contribution of the farmland to the economy.
The Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) has
argued for ‘a much more pragmatic approach to
the control of development in green belts, with
a lot more flexibility and realism than is
displayed in the current guidance’. It points out
that the green belt has an important role in
constraining urban sprawl and providing access
to open space. However, it highlights the
problems of urban fringe areas, which the

65 The JRF and particularly its Mixed Income Communities Policy and Practice Development Group has promoted discussion on

the advantages and practicalities of developing mixed-income housing developments

66 Ilford Town Centre Area Action Plan – Preferred Options Document Part 1. Draft. London Borough of Redbridge, 2006

67 P. Hall: ‘The land fetish: densities and London planning’. In London: Bigger and Better? London School of Economics, 2006

68 C. Whitehead: ‘Can London’s housing needs be met?’. In London: Bigger and Better? London School of Economics, 2006
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green belt seeks to protect: ‘Farming in the
urban fringe – which is where most green belts
are found – has long been only marginally
viable, and can be expected to be the first to
be abandoned.’ The RTPI called for reviews of
green belts to be part of the local planning
process and to take account of urban forms. It
suggested an approach which preserved ‘visual
separation where this is necessary. And without
compromising the strategic objectives of the
green belt, additional areas of land may be
available for development. This can help
maximise the use of the available local
infrastructure, produce more compact settlement
patterns, and reduce the overall need to travel.’ 69

English Partnerships’ consideration of
sustainability standards for the new suburban-
style development at Oxley Park in Milton
Keynes points out: ‘The design of suburbia has
the potential to create a richer ecology than
many current monoculture farmland settings
and brownfield sites.’ 70 However, it highlights
challenges in reducing the area taken up by the
car, improving the quality of the landscaping,
and making a productive landscape with the
introduction of food growing.

Conclusions

To provide suburban-quality housing for the
increasing number of households who are
seeking it, housebuilding outside the existing
urban boundaries may be necessary in some
areas. In areas where there are insufficient
brownfield sites for the range of development
types necessary to meet the full range of
housing needs, there may be opportunities to
make better use of existing infrastructure and
enable relatively compact suburban forms. In
such cases, new planning policies are required
that would support the selective development
of appropriate greenfield sites or those in the
green belt in the context of regional spatial
strategies and local development frameworks.
If developed sustainably, suburban housing can
offer greater ecological benefits than housing
on some farmland and brownfield sites.

4.4 Design quality

The suburbs have in the past pioneered new
standards of urban and housing design –
Hampstead Garden Suburb and Brentham in
West London being just two examples of model
suburbs that are still highly valued. Other, and
particularly more recent suburban developments

have been of a much more mixed quality,
frequently drawing comments about the bland,
impersonal standard forms applied by volume
housebuilders. There are now initiatives to raise
the quality of new suburban developments. The
design of large-scale urban and suburban
housing developments is generally being
managed through the use of masterplans and
design competitions.

There are examples outside the UK of the
evolution of a new approach to designing new
suburbs which seeks to avoid the bland and
monotonous. In the Netherlands, 13 suburbs
have been built in the last ten years, providing
about 285,000 new homes. While they were
part of a central government programme, with
a minimum density set at 30 dph, considerable
freedom was given to local and regional
authorities to manage the development process.
Through the use of design and development
competitions a variety of designs – from
traditional housing to overtly modern – has been
produced. Each neighbourhood was given an
identity based on its physical features, such as
water or forests. A recent analysis of this
exercise by Han Lörzing, from the Netherlands
Institute for Spatial Planning in the Hague, has
dubbed this style ‘new suburbia’. He concludes:
‘The collective monotony that has been the
hallmark of so much architecture and urban
design in the recent past is giving way to a more
individual and diverse type of planning that
allows for more that just one taste, style or
identity.’ 71 He suggests that giving ‘the suburbs
identities can be a powerful tool in fighting the
dreaded monotony of new residential areas’.

On smaller infill schemes, securing high-quality
design poses more of a challenge. The
incremental impact of several small schemes on
vacant sites or the redevelopment of existing
houses can adversely affect the wider suburb.
Some councils have developed strategies to
ensure that the designs fit better into their
surroundings. Birmingham City Council is
proposing to introduce guidelines for new
housebuilding in mature areas as one of its local
development documents. It notes that: ‘The
development of windfall sites in many of
Birmingham’s mature suburbs is a recent trend
that has given cause for concern. These suburbs
are often desirable and attractive areas that are
some of the City’s most important assets. It is
anticipated that pressure for new residential
development at high densities in these suburbs
will continue and this could, if inappropriate,
erode the unique character that make these

69 Modernising Green Belts: A Discussion Paper. Royal Town Planning Institute, 2002

70 Sustainable Suburbia. Oxley Park, Milton Keynes, Design Workshop Report for English Partnerships, 2006

71 H. Lörzing. In Special Issue on Towards Sustainable Suburbs. Built Environment, 2006, Vol. 32 (3)
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places so special.’ The guidelines emphasise the
importance of contextual appraisal. ‘This appraisal
should include consideration of built form, spatial
composition, architectural style, enclosure,
density and levels of vegetation. The appraisal
should be incorporated in a design statement
showing how the proposal fits into the character
of the area. A series of detailed design criteria
will be considered when appraising the design
of proposals. These include plot size, building
form, landscape and boundary treatment, plot
access, parking provision and design style...
Proposals should not harm the distinctive
character of an area. Proposals that undermine
and harm the positive characteristics of a
mature suburb will be resisted.’ 72

The South East of England Regional Assembly
(SEERA), CABE and English Heritage set up a
short initiative on managing suburban change.
A series of case studies highlighted both the
importance of local authorities taking the lead
in managing suburban change and the shortage
of skills in appraising schemes. This lack of
resources and strategies ‘is reflected in the
relative lack of resources and training for local
authority staff and therefore in-house skills – in
turn exacerbating problems in trying to balance
competing priorities; meeting housing
allocations versus protecting local character for
example’. 73

Since that initiative, English Heritage has issued
advice to councils on sustaining historic suburbs
which supports Birmingham’s approach. The
advice advocates sensitive change in the
suburbs which respects the existing fabric. It
urges councils to use characterisation studies
and where appropriate introduce conservation
areas to protect particular localities.74

Conclusions

New suburban housing developments do not
have to be bland and monotonous.
Masterplans and developer/design
competitions can ensure that they have a clear
identity and that dynamic areas are created.
Effective strategies and character appraisals are
required to ensure that the new housing
development fits into the suburbs. Councils
need to set aside resources and ensure that
they have the in-house skills to appraise
schemes and to give as much attention to
smaller infill schemes as larger
redevelopments.

4.5 Providing services alongside 
growth

All areas experiencing major new housebuilding
programmes will require additional public
services for the new population and
households attracted by the additional homes.
Local opposition to many developments is
often based on concerns that services cannot
cope with the additional demands. Planners
often argue that those additional homes in low-
density housing areas will help to make more
services viable. However, as yet there are few
reliable mechanisms for co-ordinating the
provision of services with new developments.
There are particular issues facing suburbs, where
many of the new homes are part of small-scale
developments, infill and conversions.

Where suburban councils are planning major
redevelopments, the provision of infrastructure
can be planned. For example, in the Colindale
area in Barnet in North London, which is
subject to several very large schemes involving
about 5,000 homes, the local authority is
developing a framework to provide guidance
and specifications on assessing the cumulative
impact of the various development schemes,
particularly in terms of infrastructure
requirements. It addresses:
• health facilities and services;
• education – the need for schools, colleges

and training provision;
• community facilities;
• transport – public and highway

improvements;
• employment – regeneration/training

opportunities;
• crime – security improvements;
• open space and the public realm; and
• section 106 contributions and the phasing of

developments.75

In Cambridge, a charter for growth is being
discussed which would ensure that support for
a new suburb was gained from a wide range of
agencies to ensure that they all collaborate in
its implementation. This idea has been
developed through a series of workshops and
study visits. A final report concluded that a
charter would secure higher-level ownership
among the public agencies. It recommended
that the charter should be linked to emerging
management frameworks such as the regional
spatial strategy, local area agreements and local
strategic partnerships. It should ensure that

72 Mature Suburbs Residential Development Guidelines. Interim Supplementary Planning Advice. Draft. Birmingham City

Council, 2005. It is expected to be incorporated into the Council’s local development framework

73 Managing Suburban Change in the South East. Final Summary of Issues. SEERA, 2006

74 The Future of Historic Suburbs. English Heritage, 2007

75 The Three Strands Approach. London Borough of Barnet, 2005
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stakeholders and different agencies and
organisations work co-operatively and
constructively according to a strategic
framework setting out what is expected from
the new communities.76

In Leeds a new structure, the Renaissance
Leeds Partnership, has been set up between
the city’s local strategic partnership, the local
authority, English Partnerships and Yorkshire
Forward (the regional development agency) to
manage the major development programme
set out in the Vision for Leeds programme,
which involves the redevelopment of several
inner suburbs around the city centre. The
Renaissance Leeds Partnership is also working
with both universities and the health sector to
ensure that capital investment by the public
sector supports the broader regeneration of
local areas. According to its launch brochure,
‘Alignment of all partnership working is required
especially in terms of concentrating the
resources of both the public and private
sectors in the required areas.’ 77 Leeds City
Council looked at a number of administrative
models and opted for one which linked physical
development and the provision of public
services.

Some suburbs, like Barnet, have large
brownfield development sites, but in many the
scale of development is far smaller, with
incremental growth from a large number of
smaller opportunistic infill developments and
conversions. This poses more of a
management challenge, which requires the
regular assessment of the impact on local

the housing growth challenge

Suburban-style housing is popular. The challenge is to:

• increase the supply of suburban-quality homes at a density that provides
a range of housing for families with a mix of tenure – and which avoids the
over-concentration on high-density flatted homes that is seemingly
becoming the norm;

• provide adequate land to meet these diverse needs at a reasonable
density – this could involve releasing some land in the green belt in a
controlled way that creates sustainable neighbourhoods;

• manage the design quality of new smaller developments in suburban
locations to enhance an area's quality, and particularly to avoid
detracting from it; and

• develop effective mechanisms which ensure that local public services are
provided alongside new housebuilding, particularly where a large number
of small developments have an incremental impact on demand.

services. It is also harder to prove to local
residents that the additional housing has
helped to support the improvement in, and
viability of, local services that was promised as
a result of the additional households in the
area. Christine Whitehead has concluded in a
recent publication about growth in London: ‘In
the suburbs, planning for local social
infrastructure relies too heavily on small scale
upgrading, which is inadequate to address
expanding needs. This in turn leads to local
pressure against growth and increasing
concerns about social cohesion.’ 78

Conclusions

Ensuring that public services are provided
alongside new housing developments is
problematic. Major public service providers
need to be involved from the start of plans for
new suburbs. Mechanisms such as a charter
committing all public agencies are needed to
ensure that they collaborate. A transparent
process is required, involving the major public
service providers and local communities, to
gain their confidence that services will not
suffer as a result of the new developments.

There is a particular problem where
developments are smaller in scale and the
impact is incremental. Redeveloping existing
residential areas is likely to arouse opposition,
and it is important to demonstrate the gains in
terms of improved services. Further work is
required to identify good practice in ensuring
that services keep pace with the influx of new
households into suburban areas.

76 Towards a Quality Charter for Growth in the Cambridge Area. Charter Symposium Final Report. URBED, 2006

77 Business Plan. Renaissance Leeds Partnership, 2005

78 C. Whitehead: ‘Can London’s housing needs be met?’. In London: Bigger and Better? London School of Economics, 2006
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5

tackling physical, social 
and economic renewal 
in the suburbs

The impression of suburbs as leafy areas
where urban dwellers progress to as they
become more affluent is in reality not the
whole picture. Some suburban areas have
pockets of social deprivation and are in physical
decline, similar to many deprived inner urban
areas. The levels of deprivation in outer London,
using most indicators, are higher than the
national average and on some indicators are as
high as some of the deprived regions of the
North. For example, after housing costs, 24%
of the population of outer London are living in
income poverty compared with a national
average of 21%, which is also the level for the
North West and North East of England.79

There has been little research into the causes
of the social and economic deprivation in the
suburbs, and few indicators have been
developed to measure and address it. There is
also a more general problem about a lack of
data on pockets of deprivation below district
level, as highlighted by a recent update on
housing and neighbourhood statistics conducted
by the New Policy Institute for the JRF. It says
that more than half of low-income families do
not live in what are recognised as deprived
areas and urges the Government to ensure that
policy reflects this distribution. The report calls
on the Government to develop policies which
‘achieve real change in the geographic patterns
of small area disadvantage, considering the role
of both people-focussed and place-focussed
interventions across Government’.80

5.1 The causes of suburban 
decline and deprivation

There are several causes of suburban decline
and deprivation:
• Many industrial suburbs have not yet

recovered from the loss of their major

employment source, particularly light and
heavy industry, and have quite high levels of
long-term unemployment and people on
disability benefit as a result. This is particularly
the case in places like Wealdstone in Harrow
and Radcliffe in Bury. Bury has pockets of
deprivation, with wards in the 5% highest level
of deprivation – but overall the district is 97th
in the 2004 Index of Multiple Deprivation.81

• Some suburbs are made up predominantly
of social housing, in overspill estates from
the urban areas built in the 1950s and 1960s.
Poor families were moved there, but
employment opportunities were not provided.

• Some suburbs are physically isolated from
major employment opportunities, and for
those who cannot afford a car poor public
transport links have made it difficult to
access jobs in the main centres. This is
particularly the case in peripheral areas such
as Hartcliffe and Withywood near Bristol. The
public transport connections do not allow
access to the jobs at the city’s airport.

• Suburban district centres have declined as a
result of the growth of larger town centres. This
was the case at North Camp in Hampshire,
with the growth of nearby Farnborough.

In this section the extent to which these needs
might be better addressed is considered. There
are four factors that would contribute to
successfully addressing deprivation in the
suburbs:
• access to funding;
• a wide range of small projects;
• leadership and vision; and
• community involvement.

5.2 Access to public funds

The nature of the deprivation in suburban areas
has limited the access to special public funds.

79 G. Potts, N. Falk and B. Kochan: London’s Suburbs – Unlocking their Potential. Report for the London Assembly, 2007

(available from URBED)

80 G. Palmer, P. Kenway and S. Wilcox: Housing and Neighbourhoods Monitor. New Policy Institute/JRF, 2006

81 The English Indices of Deprivation 2004. ODPM, 2004
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The Government mainly distributes public
funds on the basis of overall deprivation levels
across a whole district, and consequently
special funds have tended not to be available
for suburban regeneration projects. This has left
projects reliant on mainstream funding and on
spending a lot of time securing small amounts
of funding from a large number of sources. The
Neighbourhood Renewal Fund is limited to the
88 most deprived districts according to the
Index of Multiple Deprivation. This has meant
that the fund has benefited few suburban
districts. The In Suburbia Partnership has been
pressing for a finer-grain approach that uses the
new Super Output Area data in the 2004
Indices for Deprivation for targeting funds.82

A parliamentary debate initiated by South Wirral
MP Ben Chapman in December 2005 argued
for a fair share of funds to tackle the needs of
deprived suburban areas and prevent the
decline of others: ‘I am careful not to overstate
my case, but if the totality is thrown at today's
problem areas, the areas that are now non-
problem areas will become the problem areas
of the future. We must maintain an appropriate
balance. If action is not taken to at least
nurture our more suburban areas, they will
inevitably decline over time. Already, they suffer
from a lack of facilities. In some respects, we
are already there.’ 83

Responding to Ben Chapman’s debate, the
Local Government Minister Phil Woolas said: ‘A
key message about funding for suburban areas
and pockets of deprivation in the relatively
prosperous suburbs is that it is a matter for the
main programme funding of the local agencies,
such as the local authorities, the national health
service and the police.’ He did point out that
the neighbourhood element of the Safer and
Stronger Communities Fund was being
distributed to areas in the top 3% of deprived
wards between 2006 and 2010. This amounts
to about £160 million being distributed to 84
neighbourhoods over four years, out of
£1.3 billion being distributed among most
districts.

Ensuring that mainstream services meet the
needs of deprived neighbourhoods has been a
priority for the Government, which since 2000
has been supporting neighbourhood
management initiatives in the most deprived
areas. The report by Policy Action Team 4 on

Neighbourhood Management, set up by the
Social Exclusion Unit, defined the aim of
neighbourhood management as ‘to enable
deprived communities and local services to
improve local outcomes by improving and
joining up local services and making them
more responsive to local needs’.84 This has
been taken forward with the setting up of 35
Neighbourhood Management Pathfinder
initiatives, which have received £3.5 million over
seven years to lever in new mainstream
services. While the most deprived suburban
neighbourhoods are Pathfinders, such as
Blacon in Chester and Hartcliffe and
Withywood in Bristol, the majority of the
Pathfinders are inner urban.

The draft South East Plan proposes that: ‘Local
authorities should identify neighbourhoods,
especially in suburban areas, in need of
renewal, which would benefit from a proactive
and integrated approach to area management.
For those neighbourhoods identified, local
authorities should work with their partners to
develop Neighbourhood Management Plans
(NMPs). NMPs should set out a clear framework
for the integrated development, management
and delivery of community services,
environmental quality and infrastructure
provision. They should be developed through
partnership working with residents, service
providers, employers and developers.’ 85

The 2006 Local Government White Paper aims
to strengthen the role of local government and
devolve more power to local communities. It
proposes to give them opportunities to take
over the management of assets and facilities in
their areas, agree levels of service, and facilitate
the setting up of new parish councils which
could take over the management of services.86

5.3 Access to private funds

The Government is trying to secure significant
contributions from the private sector to pay for
social housing, social and physical
infrastructure and the maintenance of town
centres. It is strengthening existing and
introducing new instruments for securing
private sector contributions. The particular
nature of development in suburban areas
makes it more difficult for them to secure
private sector funding.
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Section 106 contributions

Local authorities are increasingly being expected
to use section 106 funds generated from new
developments to pay for affordable housing, new
infrastructure and facilities in the surrounding
areas. In some suburbs, access to section 106
funds tends to be limited, for two reasons.
First, in smaller, less-affluent centres, the levels
of profitability are such that what developments
there are cannot support major contributions
towards the infrastructure. Secondly, because
the housing developments tend to be smaller,
they fall under the thresholds for contributions,
particularly in terms of affordable housing. In
Surrey, more than a third of all new housing will
come from smaller sites of under 0.4 hectares.87

Business improvement districts

The Local Government Act 2003 enables local
partnerships to introduce a new form of local
taxation on the private sector to improve town
and city centres. The resulting business
improvement districts (BIDs) that are being set
up in several major town and city centres can
levy a supplementary business rate to improve
the environment. BIDs are being set up in
larger suburban centres, including Kingston
upon Thames, Ealing and Camden Town.
However, in smaller suburban district centres a
BID is not generally practical, particularly if they
do not have several large multiple retailers.

A report on the progress in setting up BIDs
dawn up for the Department for Communities
and Local Government suggested that there is
limited potential to set up BIDs in areas with
large numbers of independent stores which do
not have the capacity and the resources to
support the development of such an initiative.88

The report said that substantial funds are
required to set up a BID, contributed mainly by
the local authority or the regional development
agency.

Conclusions

The Government is concentrating public funds
in districts with high levels of social need.
Suburban areas are overlooked because their
needs are not as widespread, even though
there are pockets of intense deprivation. A
finer-grain approach is required that reflects the
concentrations of deprivation at ward level.
Many suburban areas are on the edge of
serious decline, and if they continue to be
starved of funds, they will require major
regeneration programmes.

New forms of the management of public
services are being piloted in deprived
neighbourhoods, but such initiatives do not
tend to cover the less-deprived suburban areas.
Suburban areas need neighbourhood
management plans, like the most deprived
districts. The proposals in the Local
Government White Paper to develop new
forms of management of services should apply
not only in the most deprived neighbourhoods
but also in suburban areas where the needs
are not quite as great.

The reliance on the private sector to pay for
social facilities, physical infrastructure and town
centre management cannot be assumed in
suburban areas, where developments are often
on a smaller scale and the economy is fragile.
There are fewer of the large operators and
developers required to make sizeable
contributions. This underlines the importance of
public funds supporting a range of
improvements in suburban district centres.

5.4 The need for smaller 
regeneration projects

There is some evidence that a large number of
regeneration projects requiring relatively small
amounts of grant funds can make a significant
difference in suburban neighbourhoods. The In
Suburbia Partnership suggests that such low-
budget projects offer value for money and can
prevent areas descending into crisis and then
requiring a much greater investment.

The central government Single Regeneration
Budget (SRB) regeneration programme was
more flexible than the Neighbourhood Renewal
Fund. Between 1994 and 2002 there were six
bidding rounds offering funds totalling about
£6 billion. Funds were distributed mainly to the
most deprived districts. However, 18% of the
funding was given to address pockets of
deprivation in otherwise relatively affluent
districts. An analysis of the first three SRB
rounds by Cambridge University’s Department
of Land Economy points out that the use of the
Index of Local Conditions for the distribution of
public funds identifies ‘those Districts with the
most serious multiple deprivation. But it
disguises aspects of disadvantage in overall
less deprived Districts... SRB was also available
to the 267 non-deprived districts in which
overall deprivation was near to the English
average or better. Many of these districts,
although prosperous overall, have small
pockets of deprivation or other special

87 Surrey County Council submission to ODPM Select Committee Inquiry into Affordable Housing, 2002

88 The Development and Implementation of Business Improvement Districts. DCLG, 2007
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regeneration problems which need tackling.
Small amounts of SRB spending has been
successfully won by some of these districts.
The SRB regime appears to have been able to
provide a flexible, responsive approach to
tackling local area regeneration across the
whole of England whilst, in broad terms, not
compromising the targeting of resources in line
with overall need.’ 89

The flexibility in the allocation of SRB funds
enabled a number of innovative regeneration
projects in several suburbs, including Blacon in
Chester, Borehamwood in Hertfordshire, and
Hartcliffe and Withywood in Bristol. Bids had to
be prepared and delivered in partnership with
local communities, which meant that the funds
helped to develop local community participative
structures.

Since the SRB, some local authorities have
used their own funds and a range of other
sources to improve their suburbs:
• Harrow Council points to environmental

projects which have improved the
appearance of the town centre, funded from
its mainstream programmes.

• The North Camp initiative involves
environmental improvements to the streets
and park and playground. With the lack of a
single funding pot, the regeneration officer
has had to spend a lot of time securing
funds from a range sources within the
council and outside.

• Crawley Borough Council has developed its
own neighbourhood fund to respond to local
concerns. It has set up an annual
Neighbourhood Improvement Programme of
£150-200,000 and allocated a further
£200,000 for improving local centres.

The Greater London Authority’s best practice
guidance on making London’s suburbs
sustainable sets out 67 ‘tools’ to improve the
economic, social or physical environment. It
emphasises that they might not all be relevant
to every suburb but suggests that they can
provide the basis for an integrated framework
for social, economic and environmental
development. There have been suggestions
that a suburban version of SRB would be
helpful to implement this toolkit. In an article in
Town & Country Planning in January 2003,
John Allen, the then Head of Planning and
Development at the Royal Borough of Kingston

upon Thames, put forward the idea of a
‘Suburban Regeneration Budget’ to take
forward the range of strategies and initiatives
in the GLA’s Toolkit.90

5.5 Leadership for change

Many suburban centres have suffered from
neglect and require new facilities and
opportunities to address their particular needs.
They are not renewing themselves. Local
people need to be convinced that public
agencies are caring for their areas and that
something is happening. Most of the examples
reviewed involved a local-authority-led initiative
which brought together various local interests
to identify needs and develop strategies and
projects to address them. The SEERA/English
Heritage ‘Managing Suburban Change in the
South East’ project concluded: ‘They [local
authorities] need to demonstrate their
community leadership credentials much more
clearly by reflecting how communities value
their neighbourhoods and envisioning how this
can be reflected in future development and
change. Greater resources and political
leadership will also play a part in avoiding short
term thinking.’ 91

One area where the county and local councils
have taken the lead is North Camp in Hampshire,
under Hampshire County Council’s ‘Urban
Living’ initiative. It also worked intensively with
the local communities – business and
residential. The suburban town centre suffered
as new housing and new shopping was
developed at nearby Farnborough. As a result,
larger shops closed down in North Camp, and
it has had to adapt to a more limited role as a
district centre serving a local customer base. A
framework was developed in co-operation with
local interests and published in 2002. According
to Hampshire County Council, lessons have
been learned in the preparation of the
strategy:92

‘• The development of mutual understanding
by bringing different sections of the
community together which helps to break
down barriers

• The local community can bring invaluable local
knowledge and experience to the process

• Local community ‘ownership’ of the project
proposals can be developed which can
provide a good basis for future joint working

89 A. Brennan, J. Rhodes and P. Tyler: The Distribution of Single Regeneration Budget Challenge Fund Expenditure in Relation to

Local Area Needs in England. Discussion Paper 91, Department of Land Economy, University of Cambridge, 1998

90 J. Allen: ‘Towards the Suburban Regeneration Budget’. Town & Country Planning, 2003, Vol. 72, Jan., 8-9

91 Managing Suburban Change in the South East. Final Summary of Issues. SEERA, 2006

92 Sustainable Suburbs Study: North Camp and Lee-on-the-Solent. Summary Document. Hampshire County Council, 2002.

www3.hants.gov.uk/planning/urban-living/pubs/sustsubsstudy.htm
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• Time is needed to build up trust and mutual
understanding

• Momentum needs to be maintained
throughout the process, which requires time
and commitment from all involved

• Ground rules for public consultation need to
be agreed early on, especially the remit of
the study and what is going to be achieved
by the end of the study period

• Sustainability is a complex concept that
should be translated into local issues that
affect the lives of the community and be
used to raise awareness.’

Since the North Camp study was undertaken,
the County Council and Rushmoor Borough
Council have funded a regeneration officer with
the dedicated role of bringing interest groups
together and taking forward activity. Working
with both local businesses and residents, they
have identified the gaps in local facilities, new
uses for the empty shops, and environmental
improvements. The threat of compulsory
purchase orders has led to under-used or
empty sites being redeveloped for social
housing. The planning authority has had to be
flexible in allowing changes in the use of the
shops and former industrial sites.

Reading Borough Council is using its local
development framework (LDF) to promote
suburban regeneration. It is developing policies
that seek to renew declining suburban districts
and their centres while increasing the housing
density in areas with good transport links. The
Reading area is experiencing major
employment growth which is outstripping
housing supply and leading to increasing

commuting times and higher house prices. The
core options paper for the Reading LDF says:
‘Some residential areas in Reading are at risk of
decline and in need of regeneration. In
particular, parts of Whitley/South Reading are
currently the focus of a housing improvement
initiative that is complemented by other social
improvement programmes. Some smaller
shopping centres, such as Lyon Square on 
the Dee Road Estate, are also relatively
isolated and poorly-connected and are failing to
provide a focal point for the local
community...’ 93

Conclusions

Suburban areas often feel neglected and
uncared for. Local authorities have to be
prepared to take the lead and, in partnership
with the residential and business communities,
develop a joint framework for tackling the
needs of their suburbs. There are many options
for action. Local development frameworks
should be seen as a major avenue for
promoting local initiatives.

Funding needs to be allocated to take forward
the programmes. Relatively small amounts of
money can help to build up communities and
support the complex of relatively small projects
which can make a difference to suburbs and
halt decline before they go into crisis. Central
government should set up a funding pot for
small regeneration projects to tackle the needs
of areas in danger of decline. This could prove
more cost effective than waiting until those
declining suburbs hit crisis point, when large
amounts will then be required.

the regeneration challenge

Some suburban areas have pockets of social deprivation and are in physical
decline. The challenge is to:

• draw up an outline of the regeneration needs of suburban areas, clearly
identifying the causes of decline and approaches to addressing them;

• develop public and private funding streams which are flexible enough to
tackle pockets of high levels of deprivation and also the needs of
suburban areas close to the tipping point, where small amounts of money
for smaller projects can make the difference; and

• encourage leadership from within local authorities to spearhead projects
that give suburban areas a feeling that they are cared for.

93 Core Strategy Document Preferred Spatial Options. Reading Borough Council, 2006



6
the future of suburban
district centres
6.1 The management of suburban district centres

6.2 Managing the night-time economy in 
suburban centres



38 Achieving a Suburban Renaissance

6 

the future of suburban 
district centres

The district centre, often a long high street, is the
traditional heart of the suburb, but its fortunes
have waned over the years with the growth of
large retailing formats and out-of-town shopping.
While major city centres have in recent years
enjoyed a renaissance, some smaller centres
have suffered from declining footfall, empty shops
and a deteriorating environment. The response
to this decline has been to improve access and
the quality of the environment, identify sites for
large stores, and develop specialist shopping
roles catering mainly for a local market.

A British Council of Shopping Centres (BCSC)
report on smaller towns and cities highlighted
an increasing polarisation between the recent
growth in large centres and a decline in smaller
ones: ‘The big retail centres are getting bigger
and the rest are being left behind. The result has
been a leakage of trade from the smaller centres
to the larger ones, with suburban and smaller
metropolitan centres being particularly badly hit.’
PPS6: Planning for Town Centres aims to protect
the smaller centres. The BCSC report points out
that PPS6 confers a new responsibility on local
authorities to ‘rebalance networks and hierarchies
of centres to prevent over-domination by the
largest centres’.94 The report recommends that
local authorities are proactive in attracting new
shopping to smaller centres. It points out that
convenience stores catering for local demand,
which can be easily accessed on foot, have an
important role in smaller suburban centres.

There are examples where councils are
managing retail provision in their suburban
centres, in some instances taking the initiative
in promoting new development. To stem the
loss of retail spending to other parts of Bristol,
the regeneration partnership in Hartcliffe and
Withywood working with Bristol City Council
has drawn up a brief for the redevelopment of
its district centre, which had declined seriously
over the last ten years. Bristol City Council is

now using compulsory purchase orders to
assemble the site and has successfully
attracted a large retailer as an anchor store. The
scheme includes a 500-space car park to attract
shoppers from further afield. The centre will
also provide local community facilities.

Other suburban district centres have been
subject to redevelopments to include major
stores. The extent to which the new stores are
integrated into the district centres has varied.
There are examples where the stores have
been separated from the core of the centre by
major roads or railway lines and have taken
trade away from the original centre. In South
Liverpool, a new foodstore was developed on
the edge of the suburban district centre. As part
of the planning approval for an extension to the
store, Liverpool City Council negotiated with the
retailer to provide better links into the centre.

The North Camp initiative in Hampshire has
successfully turned round the district centre
which once served the nearby military
establishment at Farnborough by reinforcing its
role as a local centre. The project brought traders
together to develop a marketing strategy to
promote themselves more effectively. New
local uses were found for vacant larger units
that served a local market, with some being
converted into housing for rent.95

Amendments to Birmingham’s Unitary
Development Plan seek to manage the city’s
district centres by reinforcing their roles as local
service providers and concentrating retailing
within fewer centres.96 The amendments
encourage the use of district centres for a wide
range of functions, including community centres,
libraries and council offices, as long as they do
not create large sections of dead frontages or
dominate the centre. The amendments also
identify centres where the amount of retail
space is likely to fall, and they encourage the

94 The Smaller Towns Report: Delivering a Retail-led Renaissance in Towns and Smaller Cities. British Council for Shopping

Centres, 2004

95 North Camp Regeneration. PLN 0574, Directorate of Environmental Services, Rushmoor BC, 2005

96 The Birmingham Plan. Birmingham Unitary Development Plan 2005 Incorporating Alterations approved by the City Council for

adoption on 11 October 2005. Chapter 7 – Shopping and centres
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concentration of retailing within the core centre
and allow other uses on the edge.

The report by the All-Party Parliamentary Small
Shops Group on the future of retailing highlights
the important economic and social role that
smaller retailers play in district centres and the
adverse impact of the increasing dominance of
larger retailers.97 Among its many proposals, it
calls for councils to be required to develop
retail strategies as part of their local
development frameworks. It recommends that
they should also negotiate provision for smaller
retailers as part of section 106 agreements on
larger development. The report also calls for an
extension of business rate concessions to
smaller retailers, which it suggests could help
councils to implement their retail strategies.

Conclusions

Councils need to be proactive in bringing
forward schemes for new shopping, particularly
convenience stores, to cater for the demand in
suburban centres. A rigorous enforcement of
the sequential test and resistance to car-based
out-of-town-centre development is also required
to protect smaller suburban centres. However,
planning policies also need to be flexible to
allow a range of community uses in suburban
centres, which can reinforce their social role.
Policies also need to ensure a real mix of uses,
and to avoid a single use becoming dominant
and driving out less profitable uses. A realistic
view has to be taken about the prospects of
suburban centres, and if the demand is
dropping, a managed process is required which
allows alternative uses on the fringes.

6.1 The management of suburban
district centres

Since the early 1990s, the importance of town
centre management has been increasingly
recognised. Most major town and city centres
have a manager, and business improvement
districts are being set up in the larger ones, as
discussed earlier. Many of the larger suburban
centres have well-developed town centre
management initiatives. Smaller suburban
centres pose the greater challenge. There is
some recognition that smaller district centres
need as much long-term management as larger
centres. The London Borough of Bromley Council
employs a manager for the eight smaller centres
in the borough. The smaller centres were initially
an extra responsibility for the managers for the

larger centres, but it was then decided that they
should have a dedicated manager. However,
the manager does not have the same level of
resources. The work mainly involves enabling
local traders’ groups to help themselves.

Stockport Metropolitan Borough Council carried
out an audit of the state of its district and local
centres in 2004. Its conclusions highlight the
benefit of carrying out local audits and drawing
up strategies for the take-up of empty units
and the revitalisation of these smaller centres.
Since then, partnerships have been set up with
traders, and action plans have been drawn up.98

The BCSC suggests that councils need to be
proactive in identifying opportunities to support
district centres and in developing independent
retailer strategies as they are most likely to be
negatively affected by new retail-led
development.

An initiative supported by the European Social
Fund is developing strategies for the
management of smaller town centres. The Retail
Enterprise Network – a collaboration between
the Manchester Metropolitan University, the
Association of Town Centre Management and
other organisations – has secured a £2.7million
European Social Fund grant to help revitalise
smaller centres as part of an initiative which it
calls AGORA.99 The project aims to empower
local communities in predominantly deprived
areas to manage their town and/or district
centres, following sustainable social enterprise
management models to ensure that the district
centre is run for the benefit of all its local
stakeholders. This community-led approach
aims to ensure that local people have an input
into the regeneration of local retail districts. It
does so by building on the experience of
existing town centre management schemes,
while creating innovative models adapted from
the social economy sector.

Conclusions

Suburban district centres require careful
management to identify new markets and to
expand their functions to stem the leakage of
spending by developing shopping that meets
local needs. This could involve supporting
independent retailers and niche retailing which
is not offered in the main urban centres. Local
audits of districts are required to identify
weaknesses and develop strategies to address
them. There is a need for new forms of town
centre management that secure input from the
community as well as retailers.
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even so many of the residents have complained
about the noise, litter and general disturbance
created by large groups of people arriving in the
evening. There have been some issues about
policing. The majority of police resources in the
evening are concentrated in the city centre,
and it would take them much longer to respond
to disorder in the suburban areas. In response
to some of these problems a licensees’ forum
has been set up for operators and residents to
discuss problems and solutions. Licensees
have also set up a voluntary charter of best
practice and acceptable behaviour.

The Civic Trust suggests that councils need to
develop a vision of their town centres in ten
years, which should identify: ‘How a town
centre will look and feel in the evening. Possibly
delivered by the Local Strategic Partnership, it
will identify how the town will achieve its
vision, who will lead, who will be involved, how
it will be funded etc. It will also identify gaps in
evening economy provision and indicate how
these will be addressed, noting how diversity
will be developed.’ It is concerned that the offer
in many suburban centres is targeted at young
people, while the local population, particularly
in suburban centres, tend to be older. The Civic
Trust is seeking to identify strategies to enable
older people to enjoy the night-time leisure
facilities, rather than withdraw from the district
centres after dark.

Conclusions

With the growing night-time economy, the
management challenges are spreading from
urban areas to suburban centres. At the very
least, this will require mainstream services to
review provision in the suburbs. With the
generally older population in suburbs, local
authorities need to ensure that the provision
appeals to that group and that the environment
encourages older people to take advantage of
the opportunities.

the challenge for district suburban centres

In the face of the growth of out-of-town and major urban centres, the
challenge is to:

• develop policies and programmes which introduce new uses into smaller
suburban centres that meet the needs of the local population, to support
local retailers, and to identify niche markets they can serve;

• develop new forms of town centre management for smaller centres; and

• manage the growing night-time economy to minimise the impact on and
maximise benefits for older suburban residents.

6.2 Managing the night-time 
economy in suburban centres

Many suburban centres are now the focus for
considerable night-time leisure activity. This is
posing a major challenge, particularly in terms of
managing the relationship between residential
populations and the leisure operators. The Civic
Trust has carried out research into the
management of the night-time economy and
has highlighted good practice which emphasises
the importance of both better engagement
between local authorities and operators and
effective and proactive planning of provision.100

The Royal Borough of Kingston upon Thames
had to develop negotiation strategies with the
private sector and management structures to
integrate a major mixed-use scheme into the
town centre. According to the Civic Trust, ‘The
experiences at Charter Quay have increased
the awareness of Kingston Council and other
agencies, including the Police, of the potential
for conflict in mixed use developments
between A3 café/bar uses and residential,
especially where there is a concentration of A3
uses. The juxtaposition of such uses can give
rise to noise and disturbance, particularly in the
late evening at closing time. To minimise
problems, careful co-ordination and
management is required between planning,
licensing, policing, transport, town centre
management, crime reduction partnership,
street management and operators. The Council
is currently considering an initiative on planning
and managing the evening economy.’

With the growth of night-time leisure activity in
the suburbs, mainstream resources have to be
kept under review. The Civic Trust highlights the
example of Jesmond, an inner city suburb of
Newcastle upon Tyne, where a number of the
large houses have been converted into hotels,
bars and restaurants. The offer is more
sophisticated than the ‘rowdy’ city centre, but

100 The Civic Trust has a project funded by the DCLG and various private sector partners looking at strategies for managing the

night-time economy. Its case studies are on the Civic Trust website at www.civictrust.org.uk/evening/studies.shtml
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the employment potential 
of the suburbs

The idyll of a sustainable mixed-use urban
village imagines residents living in their village
and walking to work. Suburbs, being mainly
residential, fail in this respect, and the potential
to create a substantial local employment market
is limited. As mainly residential areas, they tend
to have lower levels of local employment,
providing homes for those working in urban
areas. The extent to which suburbs should have
to depend on employment in the major urban
centres and their potential to be self-sustaining
mixed-use centres is open to question.

Travel-to-work patterns are becoming ever
more complex, with movements in several
directions in and around major cities. People
are travelling increasing distances to work. The
Cabinet Office’s Performance and Innovation
Unit suggested that commuting times
increased in the 1990s in London as a result of
workers being able to afford a better house or a
more attractive living environment, further
away from their place of work. Full-time
workers in London have lost 70 minutes per
week to commuting over 1990s. The PIU
predicted that, in 2020, all car journeys will take
longer almost everywhere, with the largest
increases in London and the South East.101

The work by Peter Hall highlights the increasing
polycentricity of much of the South East,
particularly on the west side of London, where
towns and cities have developed as strong and
independent centres to a far greater degree
than to the east. ‘Places to the east of London
have developed as commuter satellites of the
City of London, while places to the west have
developed a more independent economic
existence, reducing their commuter ties to
London.’ 102 Hall says that while the commuting
network is ‘dominated by strong radial flows
into and out of London, along strong transport
corridors, many towns between 40 and 100
miles from London have complex and

increasingly important cross links with other
centres than London’.

In London, about a third of residents work in
the borough in which they live, a third in the
centre and a third elsewhere. The scope to
increase employment in suburban locations is
considered limited. The draft amendments to
the London Plan set very low employment
targets in outer London. This is on the basis of
recent trends that show a consistent growth in
employment in the service sector in central
London and stagnation in outer London
centres. It is projected that 80% of new jobs
up to 2016 will be in or around central London
and the East End as the business and financial
sector grows, while employment in many
suburbs remains unchanged or in some cases
declines. The major exception in outer London
is the area around Heathrow airport.

Many researchers have argued that the decline
in local employment and reliance on
commuting will add to the pressure on existing
transport infrastructure. Researchers at the LSE
point out that by increasing housing provision in
the suburbs and boosting employment in
central London, pressure on the transport
infrastructure will become greater: ‘Most of the
new housing is planned to be concentrated in
the East, while most of the new jobs are
expected to be much nearer the centre.
Without improved transport links, there is likely
to be a mismatch between house-building and
economic activity which would put
overwhelming pressure on transport
infrastructure if the current high job growth
assumptions prove right.’ 103 Suzanne Maguire
from the Bartlett School of Planning at UCL
points out in her study for the Office of the
Deputy Prime Minister on the future trajectory
for suburbs that: ‘The monocentric form tends
to demand one-way commuting flows from
periphery to core using predominantly radial

101 N. Donovan, T. Pilch and T. Rubenstein: Geographic Mobility. Performance and Innovation Unit, 2002

102 P. Hall: Is the Greater South East a Mega-City Region? Paper for IPPR Commission on Sustainable Development in the South

East, 2004

103 I. Gordon, B. Kochan, T. Travers and C. Whitehead: ‘Conclusion: does bigger mean better? In London: Bigger and Better?

London School of Economics, 2006
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transport links. With the associated slack in
reverse commuting, transport infrastructure
use efficiency is sub-optimal.’ 104

Others are concerned that the suburbs are
missing out on new employment opportunities
going on around them. There is economic
growth in the urban centres and outer
metropolitan areas, but London’s suburbs are
not benefiting. Martin Simmons, representing
the Association of London Government, told an
inquiry by the Greater London Authority: ‘There
is a real situation, it seems to me, that outer
London fears it is going to be in a sort of
trough between a very strongly growing central
London and areas beyond the greater London
boundary, right the way around the M25 ring,
which are growing very much more strongly.’ 105

One of the problems with promoting
employment in the suburbs is poor transport
links and a lack of major development
opportunities. A study for the South East of
England Regional Assembly by the property
consultants FPD Savills concluded: ‘An
important characteristic of suburbs, common to
all case studies is the relatively low value and
poor investor demand for commercial buildings
in the suburbs. This is due to the poorer
communication links and the fact that they do
not contain a large catchment population.’ 106

Recognising the important interdependence of
suburban centres and the need to expand their
catchment areas, many outer London boroughs
are pressing for additional orbital routes around
the Capital. In its submission on draft
alterations to the London Plan, the London
Borough of Bromley emphasised the
importance of links with Thames Gateway:
‘Fewer than one in three residents work in the
borough. Transport links therefore are
important. Existing transport links cater largely
for radial journeys and orbital transport links
within the sub-region are far from ideal... The
draft London Plan does not develop the means
of creating the north-south links to the Thames
Gateway or the orbital links to suburban
destinations that it describes as needed, and
that may be expected to dominate transport

patterns for Bromley residents in the near
future.’ 107 The London Borough of Barnet made
similar points.

There are concerns that the priority being given
to housing development in the suburbs is in
danger of driving employment out. The higher
land values for housing development are
driving employment out of suburban centres,
with employment sites being sold for housing.
The Government’s Housing Market Renewal
Pathfinder (HMRP) programme aims to tackle
low housing demand in nine areas around
major city centres, but there is a danger that
the Pathfinder areas could become dormitory
suburbs serving the nearby major city centres.
The Oldham/Rochdale HMRP is assuming that
the occupiers of the new homes it is
promoting will work in Manchester rather than
support some employment growth in its
area.108 The Advantage West Midlands regional
development agency notes in its 2004-2005
annual report that it has not helped to acquire
land for employment uses in the HMRPs in its
region.109 The potential for employment activity
needs to be explored as part of the Pathfinder
programmes – particularly how that can be
linked to housing regeneration activity.

FPD Savills suggests that commercial demand
in suburbs is likely to come from small local
businesses: ‘In the case of business space,
that may take the form of accommodation
needed by businesses that have started life in
the garages and studies of local dwellings.’ The
report says that ‘if it is deemed advantageous
to have a variety of property uses in a suburb,
special businesses rate concessions may need
to be granted, and in some cases, more flexible
planning use classes my be appropriate’.110

The extent of the potential jobs generated in
providing services for the additional residents
of the new housing developments in the
suburbs was highlighted by a report by GLA
Economics. It estimated that in areas with low
accessibility ‘an increase to the resident
population of 1,000 will on average have the
potential to give rise to a further 230 jobs in the
locality’.111

104 S. Maguire, with M. Tewdwr-Jones and M. Edwards: Intra-Urban Polycentric Development: Suburban Trajectories. ODPM

New Horizons Research Programme, Futures-oriented Review Series 2003-04. ODPM, 2004

105 Notes from the Meeting of the Transport Committee. Transport Committee, GLA, 11 Jul. 2006

106 Property Markets: Towards Sustainable Suburbs in the South East. FPD Savills Research, for SEERA, 2004

107 London Borough of Bromley submission to draft London Plan 2003

108 www.oldhamrochdalehmr.co.uk/prospectus_2003.pdf

109 Annual Report 2004/2005. Advantage West Midlands, p.10

110 Property Markets: Towards Sustainable Suburbs in the South East. FPD Savills Research, for SEERA, 2004

111 More Residents, More Jobs? The Relationship between Population, Employment and Accessibility in London. GLA
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Some suburban towns have started developing
strategies to promote local businesses which
complement and support the urban core. Bury
Metropolitan Borough Council is seeking to
secure a proportion of the new jobs projected
for Manchester. Today, 48% of the area’s
working population commutes into Manchester
– around 7% more than ten years ago. Bury
Council is seeking to promote enterprises
which serve the Manchester-based businesses
and which are looking for less expensive
accommodation. The Council is resisting the
conversion of some office buildings into
housing, pointing out that there is limited
scope for increasing commuting into
Manchester because of available capacity on
the Metro further down the line from
Prestwich. It has developed a strategy to
promote a knowledge economy in the town
and so reduce dependency on Manchester city
centre and give its residents a choice not to
commute. Its knowledge strategy says: ‘As a
desirable residential area at the edge of a
powerful knowledge economy, Bury’s inability
to develop its own knowledge-intensive growth
pole has not had immediate negative effects on
aggregate measures of prosperity. Yet the level
of out-commuting does not fit the picture of a
sustainable community, quality jobs are not
available to those who choose to work locally
and there is reasonable fear that failure to
diversify the economy’s manufacturing base
will leave Bury over-exposed to declining
sectors... Bury should not rely on the
Manchester: Knowledge Capital Initiative alone
to create renaissance in the north and south of
the conurbation alike. Bury’s own goals for the
knowledge economy, beyond increasing
prosperity generally, are to diversify the
manufacturing base and stem the tide of out-
commuting knowledge workers with local
employment opportunities.’ 112

Conclusions

Increasing employment in suburban centres
can reduce the need to commute, which is
attractive to some residents. Reverse-
commuting can be encouraged, and this has
the advantage of making better use of existing
transport infrastructure. The greatest
employment growth is always going to be in
the major urban centres, but there is potential
for initiatives to ‘bend’ the market so that
employers are attracted to suburban centres,
by improving the transport infrastructure and
possibly offering some incentives. There is
some evidence that where suburban centres
have good connections to one another, as well
as to the major centres, they are economically
more successful. Greater attention needs to be
given to lower-budget orbital links between
suburbs as well as radial routes into the main
centres.

Councils should also aim to encourage the
growth of small and medium-sized knowledge
economy enterprises that cannot afford city
centre rents. Some of the large empty office
stock could be broken up to meet local SME
needs for cheap space. With pressure for
housing in some suburban areas, there is a
danger that employment sites will be lost.
Some suburban employment sites are no
longer viable, but with creativity new
employment uses can be found. There are also
examples where suburban local authorities are
seeking to promote employment which meets
a local need or supports economic activity in
the urban centres. These linkages could be
further developed. Local authorities should
seek to maximise the local employment
generated by the increased demand from the
incoming population in new residential
development.

112 Bury Knowledge Economy Action Plan. Environment and Development Services, Bury MBC, 2005

the employment challenge

There is potential for initiatives to create jobs in suburban centres. The
challenge is to:

• identify a new economic role for the suburbs which enables their residents
to work locally rather than having to commute into the urban centre; and

• integrate suburban employment markets into the wider area, and
particularly with other suburbs.
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8 

developing a vision and
strategic role for the suburbs

This report has stressed the importance of the
suburbs becoming more self-contained, but
many of those interviewed in the course of this
project emphasised that areas were becoming
increasingly interdependent and that suburbs
had to look to their wider context. A clear
vision of the role and function of suburban
areas within the sub-region is important not
only to give direction to their improvements,
but also to ensure that they benefit from
growth in the urban core. This is particularly
crucial as larger urban centres seem to be
enjoying a revival, which has added fuel to the
idea of the city-region.

The Local Government Association and the
Special Interest Group of Municipal Authorities
carried out an inquiry into spreading the
benefits of town and city centre renewal. The
subsequent report emphasises that: ‘Spreading
the benefits of town and city centre renewal is
about extending renewal to a much wider
range of urban areas so that each sub-region
improves its offer of lively and attractive places
that are different but complementary to one
another. ... It means distinguishing between
what is happening to different types of areas
and between different types of conurbations
and networks of centres.’ The report calls for
greater priority and thought by local, regional
and national government for ‘second-tier’
towns. Among its recommendations is that
‘local authorities need to identify the distinctive
roles for different centres in their areas. They
need to ensure that their local aspirations and
visions complement those of other
neighbouring centres and are developed
collaboratively at a sub-regional level to reflect
existing and future economic relationships.’ 113

In the last 20 years there has been a rebirth of
the major city centres; post-industrial
economies appear to be developing around
service industries, leisure and entertainment.
On the back of this rebirth, the concept of the
city-region, which puts the major city at the

economic and social hub of a wider area, is
gaining currency. New arrangements are
coming forward that could bring city-region
strategies and governance.

The 2006 Local Government White Paper
points out that the economic footprint of cities
goes far beyond their boundaries and that they
offer both productivity benefits and access for
individuals and businesses to ‘a rich variety of
goods, services, cultural facilities and social
opportunities’. It suggests that ‘successful
major cities can increase the opportunities for
prosperity across a region, but the benefits
cannot be taken for granted. Smaller
communities can strengthen their position by
finding an economic role that complements the
role of the larger cities and makes the most of
their own distinctive qualities. The governance,
accountability and other linkages between the
city and the region need to be carefully
designed so that all benefit.’ 114

The Government’s 2006 State of the English
Cities report points out that ‘the City Region
concept requires a willingness by smaller local
authorities to recognise the key economic and
political leadership from the larger local
authorities. In turn it requires mature political
leadership from the larger local authorities so
that smaller places do not feel threatened by
larger ones or fear that their long term
economic interests will be neglected.’ 115

Bury Metropolitan Borough Council in Greater
Manchester said during this research that it is
important for local authorities to identify their
niches within the city-region and to accept that
they are part of a wider area in order to gain
benefits. Bury is seeking to become an important
location for office back-up and a cheaper office
space to service the strong Manchester centre.

There are city-region-wide structures in Greater
Manchester, which allow different interests to
be represented, and Bury is concerned that its

113 Spreading the Benefits of Town and City Centre Renewal. LGA Urban Commission/SIGOMA/URBED, 2005, p.5

114 Strong and Prosperous Communities. The Local Government White Paper. DCLG, 2006

115 State of the English Cities. ODPM, 2006, p.103
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views are taken into account as the city-region
strategy is developed. London already has a
city-region government, and tensions have
arisen between the Mayor’s priority to support
the growth of the central business core rather
than suburban employment centres,
considered earlier in this report.

The challenge for many suburbs is to identify
their roles and unique selling point. Having
grown up around a particular industrial activity,
some have yet to adapt to the post-industrial
age and develop new identities. Radcliffe, a
suburb of Bury, grew up around the paper
industry. A report on the future of the town for
Bury Council said: ‘Our vision for Radcliffe is a
sustainable urban neighbourhood within the
Greater Manchester conurbation with a strong
local economy but which is also seen as one of
the best and most interesting places to live in
North Manchester.’ 116

Some commentators have suggested that,
while city-regional structures can offer
opportunities for the suburbs to tap into the
wider economy of the surrounding area,
suburban areas need to identify their roles and
develop strategies that fit within the wider city-
region. This could include developing their own
offer in terms of housing, employment and

leisure. It may be necessary to
‘reconceptualise’ suburbs. In her study of
suburban employment trajectories for the
ODPM, Suzanne Maguire refers to the
suggestions for some new names for suburbs
in the Netherlands: ‘Kunzmann, for instance,
has colourfully described the changing
metropolitan region as an archipelago of
specialised islands comprising nodes like
‘aeroville’ (airport city); funurbia (sports,
shopping and entertainment), ‘knowledge city’
(peripheral university campuses often
combined with high-tech companies); ‘arcadia’
(low density housing in quiet green areas); and
the ‘global marketplace’ (distribution
centres).’ 117

Conclusions

The future of the suburbs is inextricably linked
to the rebirth of the major core cities, but the
needs of these peripheral areas will not
necessarily be met in the process. How the
suburbs fit into city-region strategies and
structures will be crucial in addressing their
wider needs. The inter-relationship between
suburbs and their urban core is less well
understood and will be key to the success of
the city-region concept. Suburbs will perform
varying roles in their city-region.

the sub-regional challenge

Cities and their hinterlands are becoming increasingly interdependent,
which is reflected in the increasing currency being given to the city-region
concept. The challenge is to identify a niche, other than providing housing,
for suburban areas in this rapidly changing economic landscape.
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conclusions and 
overall recommendations

The suburbs are highly popular, offering more
space and for some a higher quality of life than
urban areas. They have proved highly resilient
and flexible to changing housing requirements.
However, physical change in the suburbs is
inevitable given the pressures of household
growth and the recent social, economic and
environmental decline in many of them. A
national framework is required which provides
for the needs of suburbs while incorporating
them into existing guidance.

Many assumptions have been made about the
suburbs; including that they are not sustainable
and need to be urbanised. Suburban areas have
their own particular character, which is different
from urban areas. While car dependency is a
serious problem in the suburbs, they are not in
all respects less sustainable than urban areas.
The lower housing density in the suburbs
allows greater potential to promote
environmental sustainability through local
power generation, recycling schemes etc.

This report argues that there is some scope to
increase the amount of housing in suburban
centres and raise the density to accommodate
the growth in the number of households. But
growth needs to be accommodated in a way
that enhances the unique qualities that have
traditionally attracted families to the suburbs. 

Some suburban centres are being urbanised
with high-density housing to accommodate the
increasing numbers of households. Such
homes – increasingly flats – are likely to appeal
to single people and childless couples and
would introduce a new group of residents into
the suburbs. Redevelopment schemes in social
housing suburbs offer the opportunity to bring
in a mix of tenures to areas which were
previously mono-tenure. However, a mix of
new homes is needed to cater for those
families moving from urban areas seeking
greater space. Considerable care is required to
ensure that the new homes contribute to
rather than detract from the quality of the area.
This requires the increased use of
masterplanning and character appraisals before
planning applications are approved.

Effective processes are needed to ensure that
services are provided – and that existing
residents, who may oppose housing schemes,
appreciate the benefits of the services that an
increased suburban population can support.
Public service providers need to develop new
ways of working; or possibly agencies are
needed to link housebuilding and service
provision as part of a transparent process. This
is a particularly complex process in many
suburbs, where there tends to be a large
number of smaller infill schemes which add
incrementally to the demand for services.

Central government and local authorities have
concentrated resources in those areas with
consistently high levels of social and economic
needs and have tended to overlook suburban
districts, despite their pockets of deprivation
and environmental decline. To tackle suburban
deprivation, funding schemes are required to
address the pockets of unemployment and
poor housing conditions that do not show up
on borough-wide statistics. Some of the
approaches now being used in deprived areas,
such as neighbourhood management, would
help suburban estates.

Suburban district centres have declined
because they have found it hard to compete
with the growth of large out-of-town centres
and new city centre development. Their revival
will only be achieved if they are well managed
and provide for a wide range of local shopping
needs within an environment that attracts the
shopper to walk to them rather than use the
car. New models of district centre
management are required, to develop them as
the focus for the suburbs, providing services
and shops for the local population. Employment
growth in suburban centres needs to be based
around the provision of local services and
those that might serve the needs of the
growing urban economy and of other nearby
suburbs.

The term suburbia is no longer completely
accurate because it views the suburbs’ role as
subordinate to the urban area. The traditional
view that sees the suburbs providing homes
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and the urban areas much of the employment
and leisure opportunities is no longer accurate,
mainly as a result of more complex commuting
and travel patterns, particularly in London and
the South East. Increasing the interaction
between the suburbs and their urban areas,
and between suburbs, would increase this
complexity and could help to improve the
viability of suburban centres. This can only
happen if there is clarity about the distinctive
roles for the different centres, and if strategies
are devised to help them fulfil them. Travel
between suburbs and between suburbs and
their urban centres needs to be improved. The
evolution of the city-region model presents an
opportunity to review relationships. There is a
danger that it will reinforce the suburbs’
traditional secondary role, but if suburban
authorities and the core cities have a well-
defined vision of the function of the different
areas, they can be mutually supportive.

9.1 Overall recommendations

Central government should:

• Recognise that suburbs have distinctive
needs; carry out a fundamental review of the
existing framework for planning and
managing suburbs; and develop, within the
context of existing planning and funding
strategies, a new approach to managing
growth in the suburbs and addressing their
social, economic and environmental needs
and sustainability issues.

• Consider amending PPS1 to safeguard the
qualities of suburban living, giving a greater
role for character appraisals in the planning
process. Its emphasis on compact urban
centres should reflect PPS3’s flexibility on
local authority housing density targets. There
is a need for greater consideration of how
the new models for sustainable suburbs
being developed in the UK and Europe can
be widely applied. Good practice guidance
being developed as part of PPS1 could
encourage these models.

• Within the context of PPS1 and PPS3,
develop a new policy structure for the
selective development of appropriate
greenfield sites, including those in the green
belt (to be implemented through regional
spatial strategies and local development
frameworks) in regions where there is
insufficient brownfield capacity to support
the range of housing densities and
development types necessary to meet the
full range of housing needs.

• Support research looking at the barriers to
achieving medium- to high-density family
housing and, in the light of the flexibility
being allowed within the context of PPS3,
develop good practice in achieving family
housing at varying densities.

• Promote research into deprivation below
district level and the particular features of
suburban deprivation.

• Develop, in the light of research into
suburban deprivation, a new funding
programme for smaller projects which helps
address pockets of deprivation in relatively
affluent suburban areas.

• Encourage neighbourhood management
initiatives in less deprived areas, including
suburbs.

• Consider new mechanisms to enable better
co-ordination between the provision of
services and new housing development.

Regional and sub-regional planning
bodies should:

• Encourage local authorities to identify
declining suburbs and develop
neighbourhood management strategies to
revitalise them.

• Consider the potential for improving the
transport links between suburban centres to
promote mutual employment growth.

• Identify an economic as well as a residential
role for the suburbs within the city-region,
particularly as new sub-regional government
structures and strategies emerge.

Local authorities should:

• Consider how they can retain in the inner
suburban areas a greater proportion of their
population by providing suburban-style
housing and improving the quality of their
services.

• Use the flexibility within PPS3 to develop a
range of housing density targets in order to
secure a variety of new suburban-style
housing for families with children (as well as
for smaller households) in the suburbs.

• Introduce character appraisals to ensure that
new housing development fits into the
suburbs, giving as much attention to smaller
infill schemes as to larger developments.
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• Be proactive in bringing forward schemes for
new shopping, particularly convenience
stores, in suburban district centres.
However, where demand for retailing (or
offices) has declined such that the spaces
are lying redundant, planning policies need to
be applied flexibly so that new uses are
allowed, particularly community uses and
housing to cater for local needs.

• In line with PPS6, prevent major shopping
centres in their districts from dominating to
the extent that they accelerate the decline in
suburban shopping centres.

• Promote the active management of district
and larger centres, particularly at night, so
that they cater for suburban residents and
especially older people.

• Set aside funds for a community chest to
support smaller community projects in their
suburbs.

• Develop effective structures to co-ordinate
the provision of social and physical
infrastructure alongside new housing
development.
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