Lay of the Land - What does Covid-19
mean for housebuilding industry and
demand for land
The entire economy has been hit hard by the
unexpected outbreak of Covid-19. The 23 March
2020 will now and forever be a day etched on the
memory as we entered a period of lockdown,
requiring the closure of all but essential retailers,
asking households to stay indoors, preventing
non-essential travel and moving millions of the
UK workforce into their studies, spare rooms,
kitchens, hallways and cupboards under the
stairs severely testing home wifi capabilities and
video conference etiquette.
During the crisis, we have seen 59% of house
building sites close and predictions are for a
35% reduction in houses built in 2020 (source:
Knight Frank). As housebuilders prepare to open
construction sites, they face the challenge of
ensuring social distancing on site but more
so disruption to their supply chains. There are
also challenges from purchasers in the months
ahead - at the end of March, 59% of housebuilders
surveyed by the HBF considered buyer confidence
a major constrain on development, 40% stated
mortgage availability also posed a challenge, an
increase from 6% in Q4 2019.
It therefore seems unavoidable that looking
forward, this crisis will scar housing delivery
figures for years and individual councils will
face challenges meeting housing requirements.
Conversely, the last 3 months have shone an
exceedingly bright light on the national housing
crisis with many families squeezed in inadequate
homes and young people with no option but to
live with their families, it is clear that adequate
housing remains unaffordable to many.
Government Response
There is already a clear drive from the Government
to ensure that the development show is kept
on the road but a key question is once some
degree of normality returns, what measures
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might be needed to stimulate the market. As was
found in the 2008 recession, the housebuilding
industry is key to kick starting the economy.
Therefore the ambitions of this Government
set out in the Spring Budget with its biggest
programme of public investment ever with
planned investment in roads, railways, affordable
housing and broadband, is likely to remain a key
area for Government.
The announcements so far have shown that
Government are prepared to go to extraordinary
lengths to support the industry – in the space
of two weeks, Government introduced new
legislation, we have seen virtual planning
committees and we are all embracing new
technology around the industry to find n e w
forms of engagement with the public.
Changes might we see in a post-Covid planning
world
In terms of speculating what we might see in
the future for planning and having been cooped
up in our homes for weeks, one area we may
see additional emphasis is the importance of
public open space. This has always been a
focus for Catesby Estates but we envisage
that Councillors will wish to scrutinise
landscaping proposals to seek to create
green walking routes and logical open
spaces.
The question of whether people will go back
to their normal working practices or whether
Covid will lead to long term changes is
also pertinent. The design standards around
home and room sizes with more weight on
how to facilitate people to work from home
could be key consideration. Similarly,
ensuring reliable internet connectivity is likely
to make its way in to discussions around new
homes.

In addition, prior to Covid, local politicians and
the public had been energised by developers
demonstrating a measurable improvement in
biodiversity on housing sites. It is our opinion
that this emphasis will continue post Covid.
Next Steps for landowners
From our experience, the last few months have
brought swift and unprecedented change that
has required resilience, adaptability, patience
and cooperation. We have noticed, amongst
colleagues, clients and Councils a broad desire to
make the very best of exceptionally challenging
circumstances. On the whole, councils have
continued to determine applications at a rate
almost identical to previous months in the
last year and confidence w ith t echnology i s
increasing as we see more examples of virtual
committees and meetings. In particular we have
seen appetite from policy departments in plan
making to use this time to progress
evidence
base
documents
(Source:
Lichfields). There will always be the few who
shy away from embracing change but these are
the exception rather than the rule.
Therefore, the evidence is that both the
government and councils recognise
the continued very real issues felt by many
by the housing crisis and that they must do
their part to keep house building driving the
economy. This is reflected in appetite from
developers and land promoters as 94% of Savills
own agents surveyed reported land deals
progressing without change. Therefore, like
others, Catesby Estates remain very much open
for business and is actively seeking new
opportunities to support a fast recovery.

