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"The outbreak of COVID-19 has affected
the economic and social lives of the entire
nation. With so many people spending
more time at home than ever before, we
have come to know our homes, gardens
and local parks more intimately.
For some this has been a welcome
opportunity to spend more time in the
place they call home with the people they
love. For others – those in small,
substandard homes, those unable to walk
to distant shops or parks, those struggling
to pay their rent, or indeed for those who
do not have a home of their own at all"
Secretary of State, Rt Hon Robert Jenrick MP, Planning for the Future,
August 2020

Welcome
Housing was one of the most important topics in the Thames Valley prior to the
Covid-19 crisis. Since the virus, the issue has become more complex and critical to
how people live their lives given the increased time spent at home.
‘Creating a Housing Vision for the Thames Valley’ sets out the key issues regarding
housing in the region with ideas and suggestions for working together to achieve
quality homes for all.
This is a think piece designed to help shape and inform the debate on housing in the
Thames Valley, between key stakeholders such as Local Authorities, regional based
industry, and wider organisations.
This report has a series of ideas and suggestions which Thames Valley Forum will seek
to take forward alongside Local Authorities and industry in a newly formed ‘Thames
Valley Housing Group’ to make a real, positive and practical difference to the lives
of residents in the region.
The Thames Valley is defined by Thames Valley Forum as Berkshire, Buckinghamshire
(not including Milton Keynes), Oxfordshire, Swindon and the M3 corridor from
Basingstoke to the M25.
This outline report highlights areas where practical action can take place to ensure
we deliver ‘quality homes for all’ and provide major beneficial outcomes for current
and future residents of the Thames Valley, and the agencies who implement the
policies and developers who build the homes.

Partners
Thames Valley Forum
Thames Valley Forum is known as ‘The Think and Do Tank' for the
region.
Thames Valley Forum is passionate about the region having a
successful future economy that is ‘Green, Inclusive and Vibrant’ as
set out in the New Thames Valley Economy Charter.
We exist to help to address thematic and cross boundary issues
by joining up dots between local areas and ecosystems to support
their growth and development in both policy and practical ways.

Silva Homes
Silva Homes is an independent, not-for-profit housing association,
responsible for over 6,500 rented properties, 1,000 homeowners
in south-east England. Our rent, leasehold, shared ownership,
independent living and extra care homes give over 14,000
people an affordable home to call their own.
Our vision is to be trusted for the quality of our homes and the
services we provide.

Willmott Dixon
Our purpose is to deliver brilliant buildings, transform lives,
strengthen communities and enhance the environment so our world
is fit for future generations.
Willmott Dixon is a privately-owned contracting and interior fitout group. Founded in 1852, we are family run and dedicated to
leaving a positive legacy in our communities and environment.
We've a purpose beyond profit - that the energy, passion and
commitment of our people can strengthen society's well-being
beyond the buildings we create.

Lichfields - research partner
is the pre-eminent planning and development consultancy in the
UK. Our Thames Valley team offer an intelligent and distinctive
approach to planning and development which sets our business
apart.
The Thames Valley is an area with substantial development
opportunities. Our highly motivated staff enjoy identifying
innovative solutions to drive forward projects on behalf of clients
in this economically vibrant part of the country.
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Quality homes for all
The purpose of a housing vision must go beyond a consideration of new housing numbers.
Currently the top down formula is being reviewed by Government and a number of Covid19 and macro-economic factors may have a short-, medium- or long-term impact on our
future requirements.
There are some suggestions that new housing requirements may increase while other
aspects might dampen future demand.
The Thames Valley housing vision therefore needs to have the aim of “Providing Quality
Homes for All”.
These can be grouped under our titles of ‘The Right Location’, ‘Quality, Green, Inclusive’,
‘Quality Construction’ to be addressed in turn.

QUALITY HOMES FOR ALL
1. The right location
Including placemaking, joined-up strategies and re-purposing land
2. Quality, Green and Inclusive
Considering requirements, standards, the environment and catering for all in
society
3. Quality Construction
How we can best use innovative methods of housebuilding

Ideas and suggestions
The report concludes with these ideas and suggestions which Thames Valley Forum will take
forward by launching a new Thames Valley Housing Group, whilst also considering the
wider issues that impact housing such as the economy, transport and skills in future reports.

IDEAS AND SUGGESTIONS
1. Holistic approach to land use across the region which recognises the need to
work together to encourage local plans to relate to each other and that cross
boundary views on identifying areas of growth, renewal and protection are
considered to the benefit of all including how we re-use land across the region
2. Aspiring to raise standards for quality of new housing, and best practice
incorporated into placemaking
3. Work to make the region’s homes environmentally friendly by exchanging ideas
and success stories in construction, design, retro-fit and other green initiatives
4. Provide a forum to discuss how local authorities and charitable agencies can
meet the challenge of homelessness and vulnerable people
5. Collaboration across local authorities to attract finance to fund development
across the region
6. Share best practice and projects that are beacons for sustainable growth
including Modern Methods of Construction
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The Thames Valley
Housing market
The following pages have been provided by Lichfields to help set the context for housing
in the Thames Valley.
Following this context setting the report will consider the key issues for ensuring quality
housing for all with ideas and suggestions for working together.

Wider context
The Thames Valley (as defined in the Welcome section of this report) is a sub-region of
just over 2.65 million people and is one of the most economically important sub-regions
in the UK.
The Thames Valley is a diverse area with a wide mix of densely populated towns and
cities combined with important landscapes including a number of Areas of Outstanding
Natural Beauty as well as land within the Green Belt. Its transport links and proximity to
London provide access across the region, to the rest of the UK and internationally.
Figure 1 – Sub-regional context

People and jobs
The Thames Valley 2.65 million residents live in 1.06 million households. The largest
authority by population is the newly formed Buckinghamshire Unitary Authority with over
540,000 residents[1]. The regions three main urban areas – Slough, Reading and Oxford
– each contain around 150,000 residents (Figure 2).
Over the next 10 years the latest (2018-based) ONS household projections expect the
number of households in the Thames Valley to grow by 6,700 per year, or 6.3% (Figure 3).
Vale of White Horse is expected to see the fastest growth in households, of over 14%,
meanwhile slower growth is projected in urban areas.
[1] Formed of Wycombe, South Bucks, Chiltern and Aylesbury Vale

Figure 2 – Current population by local authority (2019) (Source: ONS Mid-Year
Estimates) and Figure 3 – Projected household growth rate by local authority
(2019-29) (Source: ONS 2018-based Household Projections)

GDP per head in the Thames Valley is £41,700 compared with the national average of
£32,900 nationally. It is typically higher in the Berkshire authorities, exceeding £50,000
in Reading, Slough, West Berkshire and Windsor and Maidenhead, as shown in Figure 4.
Figure 4 – GDP per head (2018) (Source: ONS)

Reflective of its economic status, the Thames Valley has a high proportion of residents
employed in the highest socio-economic occupations – NS-Sec[2] groups 1 and 2 - which
includes e.g. Directors of organisations, armed forces officers, senior government
officers, medical practitioners, teachers and journalists. Across the Thames Valley 39% of
residents are employed in these types of occupation compared with 31% nationally (the
only authority where the rate is lower than the national average is Slough, at 26%). The
highest concentration of residents working in these occupations are found in Wokingham
where 48% of residents are in the highest socio-economic occupations, along with Hart
and Windsor and Maidenhead (both 46%) (Figure 5). This is also reflected in resident
earnings; across the Thames Valley average resident earnings per authority are £34,500
compared with £29,900 nationally. Earnings in the Thames Valley range from £30,000 in
Swindon to £40,400 in Wokingham (Figure 6).
[2] NS-Sec – National Statistics Socio-economic Classification, which is used to classify occupations according to employment relations and conditions of
occupations. These are used to show the structure of socio-economic positions in societies.

Figure 5 – Percent of residents employed in Ns-Sec Groups 1 and 2 (Source: Census 2011)
and Figure 6 – Resident based earnings (2018, median annual gross earnings for full-time
workers) (Source: ASHE)

Housing
Despite its high income levels, housing affordability remains an acute issue within the
Thames Valley; it contains some of the least affordable authority areas in the country
outside London. On average across the authorities house prices are 10.3 times local
workplace earnings, compared with 7.8 nationally. The affordability ratio is highest in
Windsor and Maidenhead where median house prices are nearly 14 times local earnings.
House prices exceed 10 times earnings in a number of other authorities including
Cherwell, Oxford, South Oxfordshire, West Oxfordshire, Wokingham, Hart and
Buckinghamshire (Figure 7).
Similarly the region sees some of the highest monthly rents in the country outside London,
with average rents of nearly £1,000 across the authorities compared with £700
nationally. Rents are highest in Oxford at nearly £1,400 per month and in Windsor and
Maidenhead of £1,200 per month (Figure 8).
Figure 7 – Median workplace-based affordability ratio (2019) (Source: ONS
Affordability data) and Figure 8 – Median monthly rent (2019/20) (Source: ONS Private
Rental Market Statistics)

Affordability issues in the Thames Valley are also evident from number of households on
the housing waiting list, which stands at 34,000 as of 2019, an average of just under
2,300 per authority (Figure 9). As a rate across the sub-region this equates to 32
households per 1,000 being on the housing waiting list which is lower than the national
average of 50 per 1,000 households, although there are some authorities where this is
higher than the national average (e.g. Basingstoke and Deane – 58 per 1,000 and West
Oxfordshire – 53 per 1,000) (Figure 10).
Figure 9 – Number of households on the housing waiting list (2019) (Source: MHCLG) and
Figure 10 – Number of households on the housing waiting list per 1,000 households (2019)
(Source: Lichfields based on MHCLG/ONS)

The Thames Valley currently contains 1.1 million homes and in the last 5 years the Thames
Valley authorities have delivered an average of 13,000 homes per year (Figure 11); this
exceeds the 11,800 homes per year currently planned for in current Local Plans, albeit
there is no current plan requirement in Windsor and Maidenhead (Figure 12).
Current local plan progress across the Thames Valley is varied. Hart and Oxford have
the most up-to-date local plans, both adopted in 2020, meanwhile a number of
authorities have plans which pre-date the 2012 NPPF (e.g. Slough, Bracknell Forest,
Wokingham). There are also a number of plans currently undergoing examination which
are at various stages of the process (e.g. Aylesbury Vale, South Oxfordshire). The
transitional arrangements for the new Buckinghamshire Council require a new plan for
the whole area to come forward within the next five years.
Figure 11 – Net additional dwellings delivered per year (5 year average) (Source:
MHCLG Live Table 122) and Figure 12 – Current annual local plan requirement (Source:
Lichfields analysis)

Under the proposed method for assessing housing needs set out in the Government’s
consultation on forthcoming changes to the planning system[3] the Thames Valley
authorities would need to plan for a collective total of 15,900 dwellings per year (an
average of over 1,000 homes per year per authority); as a rate of growth this equates to
1.43%, compared with 1.37% for the rest of the country.
Figure 13 shows a breakdown by local authority, which would require over 1,600 homes
per year in Wokingham and over 1,400 homes per year each in Vale of White Horse and
Swindon. The newly formed Buckinghamshire Unitary Authority would need to plan for just
over 3,000 homes per year.
However we still await the Government’s housing requirements (which take into account
constraints and supply factors) which may results in different figures. Notwithstanding
this, Government has made clear that it wants to see homes built in areas of highest
demand (as indicated by poor or worsening affordability) and therefore pressures on
housing in the Thames Valley will remain.
[3] See
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/907215/200805_Changes_to_the_current_planning_syst
em_FINAL_version.pdf

Figure 13 – Proposed standard method (need) figure (Source: Lichfields analysis)

Despite uncertainty brought about by the Covid-19 crisis, housing pressures in the Thames
Valley are likely to remain. Although the area performs well economically with above
average indicators in terms of occupation levels, earnings and economic output, it
contains a diverse employment base and is not immune from affordability issues,
particularly affecting those on the lowest incomes who continue to have difficultly
accessing housing which is affordable.
The region will also be affected by wider factors, namely pressure from the out-migration
of London residents. The Capital has historically failed to meet its housing need and is
likely to continue falling short in the future. This places pressure on areas in the wider
south east within good reach of London – in particular the Thames Valley – those moving
out of London often have greater purchasing power, which can then displace local
workers due to rising house prices. This could be exacerbated in the future by changing
demands as a result of Covid-19, which could see higher demand from people seeking to
move out of cities in search of space.

Research conclusions and themes to address
Housing pressures in the Thames Valley are well-documented and continue to be
evidenced through poor housing affordability, high private rental costs and significant
demand for all forms of affordable housing. The region has seen and is forecast to
continue to require high levels of housing growth – notwithstanding Covid-19 – but to
date local plan progress is patchy and there is little in the way of an overarching
economic or housing strategy.
The Thames Valley is a key economic area for the country and this economic success
drives demand for a wide range of housing types; homes that need to be in the right
location to support economic growth and which are accessible to people on a range of
incomes. The ongoing challenge for the housing industry (public and private) and local
authorities is to oversee the delivery of this housing (across all tenures), as well as the
necessary infrastructure, in the context of policy and environmental constraints, including
the Green Belt and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty.
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1.1 Joined up vision
Any housing vision needs to relate to a
wider strategy for an area interlinked
with economic development and
transport strategies, all informed by a
set of values for the people who live
here. Thames Valley Forum’s ‘Thames
Valley Future’ Green Paper highlighted
the need to better connect the region’s
towns and the body will pick up these
wider issues in future reports to add to a
holistic vision of what the Thames Valley
might aspire to be in the future.
Aligning visions as well as practical
aspects can produce real benefits, such
as when considering the proposals in the
Planning White Paper to identify areas
as Growth, Renewal and Protection.
Joined up thinking beyond Local
Authority boundaries could identify
agreed corridors for ‘growth’ and
‘renewal’, with a balanced proportion of
‘protection’.
With less joined up thinking the region
could be unbalanced in its designation
of use of land or perhaps a quilt work of
disjointed areas that make little sense
when considered from above local
boundaries.

Examples of creating joint local
housing strategies
Oxfordshire
The Growth Board is a joint committee
of the six councils of Oxfordshire
together with key strategic partners.
Following an extensive public review in
2020, the Board has adopted a new
purpose which includes housing.
In Oxfordshire there is a “Joint Housing
Delivery Strategy” between South
Oxfordshire District Council and Vale of
White House District Council – part of
a wide range of joint initiatives between
the authorities
Berkshire
In 2016 a “West of Berkshire Spatial
Planning Framework” was created
between Bracknell, Wokingham,
Reading and West Berkshire Local
Authorities alongside the Thames Valley
Berkshire LEP. This followed a Berkshire
(including South Bucks) ‘Strategic
Housing Market Assessment’.
The principles involved in this concept
are strong and the collaboration areas
could be further widened out in future.
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1.2 Re-using space
There will always be a challenge in finding suitable land for new developments given the
various competing interests which have beset planning and development exacerbating
the current housing crisis.
In recent years land has been at a premium throughout the economy, but changes to high
streets, retail parks and commercial office space have been accelerated during
lockdown and we now have areas of the built environment that are likely to reduce their
footprint requirements in the coming years.
These spaces have the potential to make sense for redevelopment into housing which will
in turn provide extra benefits such as on-site customers for retail and more vibrant
business parks.
Recent announcements from the Government have widened permitted development
opportunities for further residential development as well as requiring it to meet national
space standards.
The challenges as well as opportunities that exist here for a regional approach include:
Providing a strategic view on re-using retail and commercial space to ensure that
appropriate housing numbers are achieved in the region whilst retail and office
space is provided for rather than having each area make either major moves or no
moves at all into re-purposing into residential leading to imbalances.
Ensuring conversions into residential use is carried out to a high standard.
Local Authorities have a potential key role to play as well via housebuilding and also as
an enabler with land release and grants.

SUSSEX SQUARE, SWINDON
Development of 48 affordable homes (12 apartments and 36 houses) for Swindon
Borough Council at Sussex Square saw Willmott Dixon win two top accolades at
the LABC West of England awards. This complicated regeneration project which
not only involved working around live existing businesses but also an adjacent
new build retail development and an existing housing estate whilst closing and
diverting existing roads as part of the two stage development. At all times the
community were fully engaged whilst providing high quality affordable housing
delivered on time to both phases and to within the clients agreed budget.
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1.3 Placemaking
Placemaking is about turning residential areas into communities. Communities
that are cohesive within themselves and their surrounding areas.
New housing areas that are created either through new developments or
repurposing need to have sufficient consideration for the provision of amenities
and create vibrant and healthy new communities.

DEE PARK, READING
Dee Park transformed a 40-year old residential estate development into an
exciting new living environment; the result of a long and carefully considered
consultation with local residents, the community and Reading Borough Council.
The new 32-hectare estate has been delivered through The Dee Park Partnership,
a joint venture between Willmott Dixon and Catalyst Housing. This multi-phase
estate regeneration will create a range of quality, contemporary-styled private
and affordable homes over a nine-year period.
Plans for the scheme included 763 new homes, of which 281 (37%) were for
affordable rent, and 482 for sale. There will also be a new community hub, an
exemplar two-form entry primary school, and extra care facility, open spaces
and play areas, and shops.

Ideas and suggestions

1
2

Holistic approach to land use across the region which
recognises the need to work together to encourage local
plans to relate to each other and that cross boundary views
on identifying areas of growth, renewal and protection are
considered to the benefit of all including how we re-use
land across the region
Aspiring to raise standards for quality of new housing, and
best practice incorporated into placemaking
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Green
and
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2.1 Green
2.2 Housing types and mix
2.3 Housing options
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2.1 Green
The housing of the future needs to be as environmentally sustainable as possible. Many
Local Authorities have declared a climate emergency and housing can play a major role
in meeting ambitious climate targets.
For housing we need to consider:
The environmental impact of construction and development
The green qualities of new housing stock, such as their energy efficiency, solar panels
and electric vehicle charging capability
Retro-greening existing housing stock and carbon neutral ambitions
There are plenty of examples of best practice and ideas around the region and being
supported by government.

WEST BERKSHIRE COUNCIL
While this initiative is beyond housing, it does highlight how funds can be raised
for investment.
“The council will be offering residents and community groups an opportunity to
invest directly with them to help build a greener future for the district.Individuals
both in and outside of West Berkshire will be able to invest from as little as £5 to
support specific projects that align with the council's declaration of a climate
Emergency in July 2019 and its Environment Strategy. These will include projects
such as installing rooftop solar panels on a building at Greenham Common and
on local schools.
In return for supporting the council's aims to become carbon neutral by 2030,
investors will receive a long term, low risk return.
A Community Municipal Investment (CMI) is a bond or loan mechanism issued by
a council directly to the public. It will be provided in partnership with the online
crowdfunding platform Abundance Investment, which is regulated by the
Financial Conduct Authority.
CMIs can be used to supplement, diversify or replace sources of borrowing to
fund specific infrastructure projects, or to refinance existing debt.”

2

‘Now or Never’ Willmott Dixon’s
ambitious approach
Willmott Dixon is targeting that all new
build and refurbishment projects
delivered from 2030 will be net zero
carbon in operation under its new 2030
sustainable development strategy, ‘Now
or Never; our decisive decade.’
The strategy also sees the company
pledge that its own operations will be
zero carbon in ten years’ time and is
aiming for its supply chain partners to
be net zero carbon in operation by
2040.
Willmott Dixon has been a net zero or
carbon neutral business since 2012, with
all unavoidable carbon emitted each
year being off-set by investing in highquality carbon reduction projects across
the world, while reducing carbon
emissions intensity from its own
operations by 61% since 2010. ‘Now or
Never’ will see the company cut all
operational carbon emissions to zero by
2030.
The new strategy is underpinned by the
Science Based Targets initiative (SBTi),
which has approved Willmott Dixon’s
emissions reduction targets as being in
line with an overall need to limit a
global temperature rise to 1.5°C above
preindustrial levels to prevent the most
damaging effects of climate change.

The ‘Now or Never’ strategy is split into
three themes, Brilliant Buildings, Building
Lives and Better Planet, which reflect
Willmott Dixon’s aim to deliver low
carbon products, protect, nurture and
enhance the environment, create better
life opportunities for people and leave
a positive legacy for future generations
to benefit from.
Other targets in the strategy include:
100,000 trees to be planted by
2030
1,000 people who face major
barriers to finding work will be
supported in finding long-term
careers
All buildings and major
refurbishments will be delivered with
net zero embodied carbon by 2040
(with a net reduction in embodied
carbon of 55% by 2030 compared
to business as usual in 2020)
Improving the lives of 100,000
people through a series of
interventions by Willmott Dixon
people major barriers to finding
work
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Refit to increase efficiency

While refurbishing and reconfiguring the interior of an existing building for modern use,
there is an opportunity to embed a wealth of sustainable building practices to improve
the energy performance of the building, lowering the lifetime costs for the user.
An example is the London Screen Academy. Completed in 2019, Willmott Dixon’s
Interiors business created a new headquarters in a rejuvenated 1930s, north London
building, providing a school for world-class vocational film and industry training for 17
to 19 year-olds.

Retaining existing design features
Combining refurbishment with new-build elements, the project carefully repurposed as
much of the existing structure as possible and incorporated elements that retained its
heritage as well as enhancing energy performance.
The design of the external facade was changed without compromising the unique
characteristics of the original building. For example, the external windows were
specially selected to meet technical requirements for energy performance and thermal
comfort, while retaining the authenticity of a 1930s warehouse.
Implementing sustainable technologies Simon Tranter, head of sustainability at Willmott
Dixon Interiors, says: “Refurbishment projects are an ideal opportunity to embed
sustainable technologies. At London Screen Academy, we used the BREEAM NonDomestic Refurbishment and Fit-Out 2014 standard.”
A key aspect was a heating system that makes use of passive heat recovery, using
outdoor air to cool the building where possible. Further low-carbon technologies
include 100 percent LED lighting throughout the building, with additional daylight
dimming functionality and presence detection. Extensive electricity, water and gas
metering was installed and is monitored by the building management system so that
data can be analysed to further optimise energy use. The building’s roof has a green
area to enhance biodiversity and solar PV panels to generate renewable electricity
and export back to the national grid. This achieves cost savings and improves
occupancy wellbeing, all while retaining the building’s existing character.
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Environmental best practice and
innovation
Adopting a sustainability standard
Ensuring your building has a low-carbon
specification means adopting a
recognised standard during the design
that can be delivered at construction.
The BREEAM methodology is perhaps
the most recognised certification,
having been integrated into building
practices since the early 1990s.
However, the ultra energy-efficient
Passivhaus standard is increasingly
sought to achieve a high sustainable
benchmark on new buildings.
Developed in Germany in the late 1980s,
the use of Passivhaus has started to
increase in the UK as an international
standard for buildings that deliver
super-high energy efficiency and
impressive occupant comfort.
Crucially, to achieve certification,
everything must be built exactly as
designed to ensure performance in use
mirrors the design model and targets.
Passivhaus methodology embraces a
“fabric first” approach to design and
construction, to optimise the building’s
fabric so that energy efficiency is
achieved passively without artificial
intervention.
Typical fabric elements include extra
thick insulation in walls, floors and roofs;
triple glazing on windows and doors;
and an exceptionally airtight envelope
– approximately 14 times the
requirements of building regulations. This
exceptional insulation and airtightness
means heat leakage through windows,
walls, floor and roof is prevented.

Another aspect of the standard is air
quality and thermal comfort. Each
Passivhaus building must have a highly
efficient mechanical ventilation heat
recovery (MVHR) system, which controls
and optimises internal air quality and
temperature. In addition, all ‘free’
heat – such as from daylight, people
and equipment – is recovered and used
to heat incoming, cooler, fresh air (in
winter mode). This means the heating
systems should only be needed on the
coldest of days, keeping energy
consumption extremely low.

Energy Superhub in Oxford providing
Smart Renewable Heating
The Energy Superhub Oxford is a three
year project led by a consortium of six
partners including public, business and
academic organisations focused on
lowering Oxford’s carbon emissions.
The heating project is backed by UK
Research & Investment and will pilot
with 60 homes connecting local energy
systems to ground source heat pumps.

Green Homes Grants
The government will provide a voucher
worth up to £5,000 or £10,000 to help
cover the cost of making energy
efficient improvements to your home.
Improvements could include insulating
your home to reduce your energy use or
installing low-carbon heating to lower
the amount of carbon dioxide your
home produces. This initiative requires
the voucher to be redeemed and
improvements completed by 31 March
2021.
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2.2 Housing types and mix
The major issues of the day are having an impact on thinking regarding the nature of
housing requirements.
Covid-19 and the lockdown has underlined the need for outdoor space for all and
private areas within busy and shared households.
These issues in part relate to numbers of houses available, but also to the quality and
size. New houses built today need to be around in 100 years from now.
The Stirling Prize in 2019 was awarded to an Affordable Housing development in
Norwich with the comment from the judges that ‘these desirable, spacious, low-energy
properties should be the norm for all council housing’.

Family Homes
The Thames Valley has always been a popular choice for those people at the stage of
life to grow families who look for quality, family friendly housing.
Elderly
The demographics of the UK mean that the “Baby Boomers” are now pensioners and
creating a much higher demand on quality accommodation for elderly people.
Extra Care Housing - the provision of Care Homes is one aspect, but with older people
being healthier than ever their requirements are always changing and there are many
requirements before Care Homes are required such as wheelchair access, supported
living and retirement villages.
The affordability issues in the region coupled with increased life expectancy means the
accommodation offering for elderly residents need to be a key consideration.

Accessibility
One of the largest group on council waiting lists is due to medical and disability
requirements.
There are also other parts of society where residents have physical or mental health
conditions who want to live independently but require extra support.
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Help for homeless

Rough Sleeping
This has been on the increase in our region in recent years and there is a danger of
further increases given expected rises in unemployment. It has been a particular issue
since Covid-19 as those people that were the hidden homeless ‘sofa surfing’ have not
been able to stay in other people’s homes so easily.

NEXT STEPS ACCOMMODATION PROGRAMME
The Next Steps Accommodation Programme provided welcome support for
homeless people through the pandemic and it has been extended. The Chief
Executive of St Mungo’s commented in the press release that “We have seen what
can be achieved when we work together. Going forward we want to work with
government and partners on longer term solutions and hope that the
homelessness review for a long term strategy will begin this autumn.”

HOUSING FIRST
Housing First is an attempt to break the cycle of homelessness and unemployment
by providing housing and support. The concept has been initiated in Reading and
West Berkshire with some success. This includes the provision of ‘container’
housing, which is explored later in the report.
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Value for customers – Doncaster
City Council case study
The use of standard components as a
crucial element in improving speed and
reliability is long established in other
industries such as automotive and
electronics. This approach is less
prevalent in the construction sector, but
across Willmott Dixon projects this is
changing. Stuart Kerr, Willmott Dixon
operations director, says the recently
completed project to build 300 homes
across 14 sites for Doncaster Council
shows the benefits standard products
and processes can bring.
“Although the project was across
multiple sites we still had to ensure a
consistency of finish. Using the unique
Willmott Dixon Yellow Book of standard
elements ensured we gave Doncaster
Council reliable prices, and a palette of
materials and products that allowed us
to respond to any variations as they
arose.’
Kerr adds: “The Yellow Book approach
ensured certainty and speeded things
up. It gave consistency of quality and
ensured we were well prepared for later
phases.” This approach certainly chimed
with that of Doncaster Council as it had
already worked with its own in-house
architects to produce eight ‘standard’
house types that it wanted to use.

Charlotte Johnson, housing programme
manager at Doncaster Council, says:
“We wanted to build to an excellent
quality and needed a contractor to help
us deliver this. Our key aim was to build
homes that looked like housing for sale
and that people wanted to live in. I think
we’ve definitely achieved that!”
Steve Cook is product improvement and
innovation manager in Willmott Dixon’s
sector leading National Product Team.
He says the potential of a standard
approach in the housing sector is
enormous: “On large projects, if you
don’t think things through, like bathrooms
at a central level, you can end up with
hardly any repeats and therefore no
benefits from standardised components
and processes.”
He adds: “It is the same with something
like concrete columns. These can often
vary, but the message to our designers is
they all need to be the same so we
can maximise the opportunity to do
components off-site.”
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2.3 Housing options
The UK housing market is evolving to provide more subtle and tailored options rather
than the binary choices between buying and renting and market or ‘affordable’.
There needs to be an affordable – in the widest sense – option for every part of
society, reflecting the needs of people throughout the wage spectrum.
This may include:

First Homes
A new initiative as part of Affordable Housing that focuses on specific criteria to
attract first time buyers from the local area providing discounts of 30% of market value.
Build to Rent
There are many current developments under ‘Build to Rent’ in the Thames Valley where
housing is created with a view to rent rather than to sell. The core market is for young
professionals, but it can be appropriate for elderly residents, students, and potentially
families.
Community Housing
This is when local residents set up a body to develop and manage homes. This allows
them to look after their own local area including ensuring the affordability of the
properties.
Co-Living
Buildings designed to have shared facilities for residents. These were becoming more
popular before the lockdown and may have a role to play in the future.

Ideas and suggestions

3
4
5

Work to make the region’s homes environmentally friendly by
exchanging ideas and success stories in construction, design,
retro-fit and other green initiatives
Provide a forum to discuss how local authorities and
charitable agencies can meet the challenge of homelessness
and vulnerable people
Collaboration across local authorities to attract finance to
fund development across the region

3.Quality
construction
3.1 Innovation in construction
3.2 The challenge
3.3 Productivity
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“When we build, let us think that we
build forever.
Let it not be for present use alone. Let
it be such work as our descendants will
thank us for.”
The words of John Ruskin as quoted by Rt Hon Robert Jenrick MP,
Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government in
a speech given at the Creating Communities Conference 2020.

3

3.1 Innovation in Construction
The region has a clear requirement for
additional quality homes across the full
range of housing mix. These will be
made up from new developments and
repurposing existing sites.
These challenging numbers can be best
achieved by adopting innovative new
methods, sometimes described as
Modern Methods of Construction
(MMC). If done right, MMC can have the
benefit of:
Being a much less carbon intense
method of construction
Less intrusive
Efficient use of people and skills
given the declining number of skilled
construction workers
Increased speed of build out
Ensures a consistency in quality and
design which can be quickly
approved and then applied to a
large number of units.

MMC has become a catch all phrase to
describe positive innovation in the
building of new housing, but within the
topic there are key enablers to provide
large numbers of good quality, green
and affordable housing.
Tacit Homes blog on “So what exactly is
a prefab home” identifies the following
types of MMC housing:
Prefabricated
Modular
Volumetric
Kit homes
However there are challenges to
adopting MMC and careful
consideration needs to be given to
ensure these do not create more
problems for future generations.

NATIONAL SELF BUILD & RENOVATION CENTRE
Swindon is home to The National Self Build & Renovation Centre which is a
‘permanent visitor centre designed specifically to meet the needs of self builders,
renovators and home improvers’. They aim to ‘inspire, educate and provide
impartial advice’.

MMC PROVIDING HOMES FOR HOMELESS
Reading Borough Council have used MMC to provide 28 new homes for those
people who were previously homeless. The units in Lowfield Road, Caversham, are
described as ‘temporary accommodation’ and passed planning in 2016, despite
some objections.

3

3.2 The Challenge
The potential issues that Tacit Homes
raise in their understanding of the sector
include:
·“Calling something prefab does not
necessarily mean it is well made many factories still rely on the
manual skills of individuals on a
production line.
Factories like to produce fairly
standardised products - this can limit
the overall design options available
to a customer.
Delivering large components to sites
can present logistical challenges not all sites can have a crane get
close enough.
There is a lead time - although work
on site might be shorter, there is the
production time in the factory
beforehand to consider too.
Higher cost - factories have
overheads and need a constant
output to remain efficient, which can
result in charging the customer
more.”
Tacit use digital manufacturing
technology to overcome these
challenges, comparing their products to
modern car production with quality and
bespoke design incorporated.

The barriers to MMC have included
Accreditation
Securitisation of assets
The planning system
Procurement
Collecting data on evidence of
MMC
The Government leadership has been
forthcoming, but progress is still
required.
MMC can become a success and a
reality and the region has every
potential to benefit from the good it
can bring, but it will require a
coordinated and collaborative effort.
Stakeholders could share potential
MMC development pipelines and
procurement.
Industry players can be encouraged to
collaborate on Intellectual Property and
harmonisation of standards.
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3.3 Productivity
Willmott Dixon’s approach to Increasing productivity
Increasing productivity is an ideal means of ensuring more homes are built. But the
growing shortage of skilled tradespeople and rising prices means that delivering topquality homes within budget is easier said than done. So how is Willmott Dixon
approaching this challenge? The project to construct 194 build-to-rent homes with
Cubex at Finzels Reach in Bristol provides some answers.
“Ensuring we are as productive as possible is paramount to achieving top quality,” says
John Boughton, deputy managing director in the South West for Willmott Dixon. “What
has allowed this is the strength of our working relationship with Cubex, as well as our use
of technology and the focus of our people to work with our supply chain.”
He champions the use of technology such as the unique Field View project management
tool, which was developed by Willmott Dixon. It allows feedback from site inspections to
be relayed automatically to the relevant supplier or operative and acted on
immediately. Boughton explains: “The use of Field View means any issues are captured
and rectified as soon as possible. It is very effective at ensuring a more efficient project
and, ultimately, a better building.”
Another issue that can undermine the best-laid project plans is a shortage of skilled
workers. This is a pan-industry concern, but an important part of the Willmott Dixon
response has been its investment in training the next generation of skilled construction
workers. For instance, at the mixed-use Limelight project in Trafford, Willmott Dixon
worked hard with its customer Trafford Housing Trust and community partners to provide
98 weeks of on-site training to local people; 29 new job opportunities; and CSCS cards
for 18 ex-military or ex-offenders, in partnership with employment charity Clean Start.

Ideas and suggestions
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The recommendation is for the Thames Valley housing
community to come together to ‘share best practice and
projects that are beacons for sustainable growth including
Modern Methods of Construction’.

Ideas and
suggestions
overview and
next steps

Ideas and suggestions
overview and next steps
The ideas and suggestions are achievable by those within the region working together.
Thames Valley Forum will work with all of the partners involved in this report to create a
Thames Valley Housing Group, involving all parts of the region, public, private and third
sector, to take forward the recommendations of this report which are:

IDEAS AND SUGGESTIONS
1. Holistic approach to land use across the region which recognises the need to
work together to encourage local plans to relate to each other and that cross
boundary views on identifying areas of growth, renewal and protection are
considered to the benefit of all including how we re-use land across the region
2. Aspiring to raise standards for quality of new housing, and best practice
incorporated into placemaking
3. Work to make the region’s homes environmentally friendly by exchanging ideas
and success stories in construction, design, retro-fit and other green initiatives
4. Provide a forum to discuss how local authorities and charitable agencies can
meet the challenge of homelessness and vulnerable people
5. Collaboration across local authorities to attract finance to fund development
across the region
6. Share best practice and projects that are beacons for sustainable growth
including Modern Methods of Construction
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and
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References
The following items have been referenced in the report or indirectly helped to inform
understanding of issues involved.

Organisation and Topic (hyperlinked)
Energy Superhub - Oxford Smart Renewable Heating Scheme in Oxford
Facit Homes - Prefab housing
Get Reading - MMC homes in Reading
LGA First - Homelessness
Lichfields - First Homes - Housing numbers
Mayor of London - Housing design, quality and standards - Mayor task force overview
Berkshire authorities - West of Berkshire 2016 planning framework - SHMA
South Oxfordshire District Council - Joint Housing Delivery Strategy
Thames Valley Forum - Thames Valley Future economy
The Business Magazine - MMC
The RIBA Journal - Stirling Prize awarded to housing development
Trowers & Hamlin - MMC and Affordable Housing
Turley - First Homes
UK Government - Next Steps Programme - Green Homes Grant - Planning White Paper
Willmott Dixon - Brilliant Buildings (housing) - Brilliant Buildings (sustainability)

Interviews
Thank you to the following people for speaking to Thames Valley Forum during the
creation of this report.
They were part of a wider pool of public, private and third sector leaders that were
consulted during this process.
Their inclusion does not mean that they necessarily endorse this report.

NAME

ROLE

ORGANISATION

Andrew Hunter

Director, Place,
Planning &
Regeneration

Bracknell Forest
Council

Bruce Bell

Founder & CEO

Facit Homes

Claire Dowan

Chief Executive

Homeless Oxfordshire

Ian Caren

Chief Executive

Launchpad

Paul Staines

Oxfordshire Housing
and Growth Deal
Delivery Manager

Oxfordshire Growth
Board

Zelda Wolfle

Assistant Director of
Housing & Communities

Reading Borough
Council

Janet Weekes

Housing Service
Manager

West Berkshire Council

Nigel Bailey

Assistant Director –
Housing & Place
Commissioning

Wokingham Borough
Council

Partners
Silva Homes
Silva Homes is an independent, not-for-profit housing association,
responsible for over 6,500 rented properties, 1,000 homeowners
in south-east England. Our rent, leasehold, shared ownership,
independent living and extra care homes give over 14,000
people an affordable home to call their own.
Our vision is to be trusted for the quality of our homes and the
services we provide.

Willmott Dixon
Our purpose is to deliver brilliant buildings, transform lives,
strengthen communities and enhance the environment so our world
is fit for future generations.
Willmott Dixon is a privately-owned contracting and interior fitout group. Founded in 1852, we are family run and dedicated to
leaving a positive legacy in our communities and environment.
We've a purpose beyond profit - that the energy, passion and
commitment of our people can strengthen society's well-being
beyond the buildings we create.

Lichfields - research partner
is the pre-eminent planning and development consultancy in the
UK. Our Thames Valley team offer an intelligent and distinctive
approach to planning and development which sets our business
apart.
The Thames Valley is an area with substantial development
opportunities. Our highly motivated staff enjoy identifying
innovative solutions to drive forward projects on behalf of clients
in this economically vibrant part of the country.

Thames Valley Forum
www.thamesvalleyforum.org
Company number 12009156
Contact
Ian Binns
Director
ian@thamesvalleyforum.org

