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1 Introduction

1.1 RESTATE: a general overview

Cities and their regions are the dynamos of the European economy, enabling the European 
Union (and potential member states) to maintain a strong position in the global economy. 
When these cities contain large areas that are not faring well, it is important to fi nd out how 
best to change them in order to remove the dysfunctional characteristics. Large-scale housing 
estates built in the three or four decades after the Second World War are often seen as problem 
areas in many cities all over Europe. Here, economic decline goes hand in hand with physical 
and social decline.

All over Europe massive numbers of people live in these post-WWII large-scale housing 
estates.  e estates were carefully planned, but now often manifest a multitude of problems. 
 ey house large numbers of low-income households, the unemployment rates are above 
average and in some countries they have become concentration areas for ethnic minorities. 
Many estates are becoming increasingly associated with crime and social exclusion.  e 
circumstances on the estates and policy initiatives associated with these are the focus of the 
RESTATE project. An important part of the project is the exchange of experiences and 
solutions between policymakers and scientists.

RESTATE is the acronym for ‘Restructuring Large-scale Housing Estates in European 
Cities: Good Practices and New Visions for Sustainable Neighbourhoods and Cities’. All 
participants in this project share the basic underlying conviction: if the problems of these 
large-scale housing estates are not resolved, they will increasingly hinder the good economic 
functioning of the cities.  e study draws on estates in ten European countries: France, 
Germany, Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the United 
Kingdom.

 e project has the following objectives:
• to identify and to clarify the social and economic changes which have occurred in large 

post-WWII estates and particularly to identify general and specifi c factors triggering and 
infl uencing the emergence of problems and patterns of decline in these areas;

• to develop a checklist of items that have proved to be important in successful and less 
successful policy responses with respect to these estates;

• to draw conclusions about the potential for cross-national transfer of knowledge and 
experience and for cooperation in strategic planning for these areas and in area and estate 
management;
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• to produce a comprehensive and practical handbook in which forward-looking scenarios 
and new visions for large post-WWII estates in Europe are associated with examples of 
evidence-based best practice to achieve sustainable future development of these areas;

• to build for practitioners and researchers a user-friendly database containing details of the 
nature, successes and failures of present policies aimed at improving the position of large 
post-WWII estates and their inhabitants;

• to consider whether and how European level policy could contribute to more eff ective 
responses to problems associated with these estates.

 e primary objective of RESTATE is to deliver evidence-based knowledge drawing on the 
experience in cities in all parts of Europe.  e methods used in the research are literature 
research, statistical overviews, interviews, a survey and discussions with urban representatives. 
 e proposed handbook that will be written at the end of the research period will set out 
best practices for future sustainable developments of these areas and for eff ective policy 
implementation. It is hoped that the results will be useful for policymakers seeking to fi nd out 
the contexts in which measures have been, or can be expected to be, successful in improving 
large-scale housing estates in cities.

Case studies are the heart of the project. Each study:
• establishes general information about the estate: its characteristics, history, demographic, 

social, economic and physical development and problems;
• identifi es the philosophy and aims of the policies that are being promoted in the estates, 

how policies have matured over time, what the eff ects of the policies are and how all this can 
be evaluated.

It is important to know what we mean by a large-scale housing estate. Following Power 
(), we could defi ne a large-scale housing estate as a group of buildings that is recognised 
as a distinct and discrete geographical area. We add one element to this defi nition: we see 
large-scale housing estates as developments planned by the State or with State support. With 
respect to size, we confi ne our attention to housing estates with at least , housing units. 
 e focus on the project is on estates built in the second half of the th century. Taking these 
elements together, this project is concerned with large-scale housing estates built in the second 
half of the th century that can be defi ned as groups of at least , housing units that are 
recognised as distinct and geographical areas, planned by the State or with State support.¹

1.2 The contents of this report

In a fi rst report of the RESTATE project (Murie et al., ), we concentrated on the 
structural and other factors that explain the diff erence between the success and failure of large 
post-war estates in Europe.  e present report deals specifi cally with large housing estates in 
two cities in the United Kingdom: London and Birmingham.  e basic question addressed in 
this report reads as follows:

 In the rest of the report we refer to these estates as large housing estates.
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What types and combinations of problems have been identifi ed in the large housing estates in London 
and Birmingham (United Kingdom) and what factors are associated with them?

In order to identify the specifi c problems of each estate we fi rst needed a detailed description 
of the development of each estate and the cities and countries to which they belong.  e 
research has therefore focused on the following variables:

• physical structure (quality, tenure, price and type of the dwellings; quality and character of 
the environment);

• demographic developments (age structure, income distribution, household and ethnic 
composition);

• economic developments (employment and unemployment, number, type and size of fi rms);
• socio-cultural developments (changing values and norms within the estate, changing cultural 

identity).

On completion of this general description, an inventory was made of the problems and 
problematic developments in the estates.

In chapter  we give some general background information on the United Kingdom. We are 
of the opinion that these general developments reported there might infl uence the situation 
of cities and their large housing estates. Chapter  provides a general overview of the city of 
London. An understanding of the large housing estate in this city requires information on 
the economic, demographic and socio-cultural developments at the urban level. Chapters -
 describe the housing estates in London. Chapter  gives some background information on 
the city of Birmingham, the second United Kingdom city in the RESTATE project.  e large 
housing estates in Birmingham are described in chapters -. Finally, chapter  gives some 
conclusions.

 is report is concerned with the United Kingdom; the same kind of information for estates in 
other countries in the RESTATE project can be found in the parallel reports.
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2 General developments in 
the United Kingdom

 e cities of London and Birmingham are the two largest cities within the United Kingdom. 
London has a population of some . million and Birmingham of  million and both sit within 
much larger metropolitan areas.  e impact of the cities of London and Birmingham in both 
cases is, thus, wider than their administrative boundaries.  e history and economic and social 
development of these cities is very diff erent and their governance is also diff erent. While 
London has a fragmented system of government with  Boroughs plus the City of London, a 
Mayor, a London Assembly and a Greater London Authority, Birmingham is a single, unifi ed 
local authority and is the largest local authority in the United Kingdom.

 e government of the United Kingdom involves some important national devolved 
elements. Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have diff erent types of devolved governments 
and the power attached to these governments has increased since . Both London and 
Birmingham are located within England and have not been directly aff ected by these changes 
in government arrangements.  ey have, however, been aff ected by the growth of regional 
governance with the creation of a new London Assembly, London Development Agency and 
Greater London Authority in  giving a clearer leadership and direction to some aspects 
of policy in London and the creation of a new Regional Development Agency and a Regional 
Assembly strengthening regional governance in the West Midlands.

 is chapter refers to key changes aff ecting the two cities. It initially refers to economic 
development, demographic and socio-cultural developments, housing market developments 
and housing policy.

2.1 Economic developments

 e British economy has undergone signifi cant restructuring over the last thirty years. 
Manufacturing industry has been in severe decline whilst service sector employment has 
grown considerably.  is has had a particular spatial impact.  e decline of manufacturing 
in London and the South-East has been dramatic but has not had a major impact on the 
affl  uence of the wider South-East region because of the growth of business and fi nancial 
services and employment in other parts of the service sector. It may even be argued that 
London’s position as a world city and its historical position as a centre of international 
fi nancial activity contributed to the decline of its manufacturing base.  e high wage rates 
available in new service industries and the infl ationary impact on house prices contributed to 
the pace of change in the industrial structure. In other parts of the country the dependency 
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upon manufacturing industry was higher and the alternatives to it were not able to expand so 
readily.  e older industrial cities of the Midlands and the North which were founded upon 
the Industrial Revolution and had an ageing infrastructure associated with this were heavily hit 
by de-industrialisation.  e West Midlands region and the City of Birmingham lost ground in 
relative terms from being an affl  uent city and region based on high wage employment in motor 
manufacturing, engineering and allied trades.  e region has declined to its present position of 
a relatively low-income region.

 e cities and the regions of the Midlands and the North are still seen as responding 
to the shock of economic change while the wider South-East is seen as having a booming 
economy aff ected by a reluctance of government to do anything which would damage 
London’s economic competitiveness in an international arena. For most of the post-war period, 
governments have had a strong regional policy designed to achieve a better balance of regional 
economic growth and restrict economic development in the West Midlands and the South-
East which were both booming regions.  e agenda today is one of supporting and enhancing 
the economy of London and the South-East. Because this approach secures the overall 
competitiveness of the British economy in the global economy, the uneven development that 
this implies for the British economy and the resulting imbalances within the national economy 
have not been deemed to need attention.

While no actions are taken to stem the growth of the London economy and, indeed, public 
policy has tended to speed that growth, there are policy interventions designed to increase the 
competitiveness of other cities and regions. New Regional Development Agencies and other 
public sector bodies with remits related to economic development pursue active policies to 
facilitate economic restructuring and the growth of economic sectors and clusters that are 
seen to have strategic importance.  e pattern emerging from this may benefi t larger cities 
that can develop a stronger identity and have regional and cross-regional importance while 
smaller towns and cities lose identity and have a less clear economic function in a modernised 
economy.

Manufacturing has declined in London and the South-East to a very low level and 
it is expected to continue to decline to some extent.  e emerging economy is a highly 
polarised one with very high paid jobs in international fi nancial companies and very low 
paid employment in other parts of the service sector. In other parts of the United Kingdom 
including Birmingham the decline of manufacturing is also expected to continue but there 
may be a greater likelihood that businesses will survive because the cost environment is more 
favourable to them.

A continuing process of economic adjustment will mean a shift towards particular parts of 
manufacturing industry and the growth of the knowledge economy. Both these changes in 
the economy and the switch of manufacturing to service sector employment mean that the 
success of cities and regions will be less based upon a legacy of large industrial enterprises 
but rather upon the ability of the city and region to attract people with skills and talent.  e 
things that will attract such people will continue to relate to the economy of the region and 
the extent to which small businesses can identify a favourable environment for their operations 
in a period of e-commerce and rapid response.  is is less about a supply chain than clusters 
of supportive organisations that facilitate the development of new products and processes. 
 e success in developing clusters of complementary companies which will work together 
eff ectively to achieve innovation is critical but the economic agenda has also shifted to refl ect 
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the view that the wider resources of a city and region, its cultural capital environment, quality 
of housing, tolerance and diversity, are fundamental in establishing and retaining individuals 
and companies which are crucial to future economic development. It is widely acknowledged 
that London and the south-east have a structural advantage relative to the other regions 
of the United Kingdom in terms of the concentration of factors essential to economic 
competitiveness in the contemporary world – education, research and development, transport 
and telecommunications infrastructure, etc.

2.2 Demographic and socio-cultural developments

 e demographic structure of the British population has undergone major changes in recent 
years. While the age structure of the population has changed with the growth of the number 
of persons over , that growth has peaked and is no longer the most signifi cant feature of 
population change.  e most dramatic changes relate to the decline of family households 
and the growth of single person households. While some of these single person households 
are elderly persons and surviving spouses, the decline in marriage as an institution has had a 
more profound eff ect. Very high levels of separation and divorce mean that single persons who 
previously have been married or cohabited form a much higher proportion of the population 
than at any time in the past.  e proportion of all households, which consist of married 
persons, has declined and the proportion of families with children has declined even more 
dramatically. Alongside these changes, and no doubt associated with them, have been changes 
in patterns of employment, especially for women.  ere is a much higher level of participation 
in the labour force by women and this development along with the growth of employment 
rights has had a profound eff ect.

An important part of demographic change throughout Britain’s history has been associated 
with in-migration. Diff erent waves of migrants associated with diff erent aspects of economic 
and political change have continued through recent decades. In the post-war period 
immigration from Ireland has continued to be of considerable importance and migration 
within the United Kingdom from north to south and urban to rural areas has been maintained. 
However, more attention has been given to successive waves of international migration.  ese 
were initially associated with migrants from British colonies and dependencies: the West 
Indies in the s; the Asian sub-continent in the s and s.  ere have also been other, 
usually smaller migrant groups – Asian households from African countries, notably Uganda, 
in the s and diff erent groups of refugees from Asia and Africa and Europe. Refugees and 
asylum seekers are a major factor in contemporary policy debate and will have a cumulative 
impact on population structure.  e geographical distribution of ethnic minorities is uneven 
throughout the United Kingdom. Some regions (Scotland, Northern Ireland and parts of 
the North of England) have very small minority ethnic populations. Other areas have long-
established historic minority communities: parts of South Wales, Merseyside and in particular 
London.  e post-war migrations have been associated with particular industries: textiles in 
Yorkshire and Humberside and the North-West, metal industries in the West Midlands and 
public sector services more generally, and there are large minority ethnic communities in 
particular cities. London and Birmingham have the most diverse patterns of ethnicity, whereas 



[ 18 ]

other cities with minority ethnic populations tend to have these dominated by a particular 
migrant group.

2.3 Housing market developments

Housing in the United Kingdom is predominantly provided through the market but over 
a hundred years of housing and public health policy have aff ected the way that the market 
operates and have involved the State in the direct provision of housing and in the planning 
of residential areas. Public sector housing has been of crucial importance since  in 
building to meet housing shortages and in slum clearance activity and, along with the 
activities of speculative developers, this has meant that levels of overcrowding and sharing of 
accommodation and sub-standard accommodation have declined to a very low level. Arguably 
there are still regional shortages of housing associated with uneven economic development but 
the shortages are of a diff erent scale and nature than, for example, fi fty years ago.

With the exception of Scotland the vernacular architecture in Britain involves residential 
development in the form of houses with gardens.  ese may be terraced, semi-detached or 
detached houses, but there is no strong tradition of tenemental living. Public sector housing, 
dominated by a concern to provide high quality, has also predominantly been houses with 
gardens. Only in the s and s was there any sustained development of multi-storey 
housing and in particular of high rise housing. Even including this only some  per cent of all 
public sector house building in Britain was of fl atted accommodation. In the private sector the 
proportion is even lower. Mass housing in Britain does not equate with multi-storey or high-
rise or non-family housing but rather with large, planned estates of houses with gardens.

 ere is a sub-category within mass housing of diff erent types of estates, especially those 
built in the s and s where high rise and other fl ats and maisonettes are prominent, 
but even here it is likely that there is a mix of fl atted accommodation and of houses with 
gardens.  e quality and popularity of public sector housing in Britain has been evident in its 
major phases of development between  and .  e housing built by the public sector 
was of better quality than much of what was available at the same time in the private sector. 
Whereas the private sector included a disproportionate number of older properties, often 
poorly maintained by private landlords, the public sector consisted of modern, well-maintained 
dwellings. Over time this advantage of public sector housing has been eroded. Properties have 
aged and are no longer seen as modern. Neighbourhoods have not been well maintained and 
properties have become more dilapidated. New public sector house building largely ceased in 
the s and the reputation of the public sector has changed as a result of these things, the 
increased association between home ownership and success in housing and other spheres, and 
the general political environment.

In addition to a distinctive built form, public sector housing in Britain is diff erent from 
that in most of the rest of Europe because it was mostly directly developed and owned by 
local government. Local authorities were the developers and landlords and only in the period 
since  has a group of autonomous housing associations begun to become more important. 
 eir growth has been more rapid because they have been the preferred vehicle for new social 
rented housing since the mid-s and they have also been aff ected by the transfer of stock 
from local authorities to housing associations.  is large-scale voluntary transfer of stock has 
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been part of the privatisation agenda of successive governments in the United Kingdom and 
has signifi cantly changed the council housing sector. More important than stock transfers, the 
Right-to-Buy introduced in  has had a major impact on the social rented sector. Some one 
in three of all public sector dwellings have been sold to sitting tenants and have become part of 
the owner-occupied market since . Again the pattern of sale has been uneven with more 
attractive properties being more highly represented among those sold. However, the impact 
of the policy change has also been to introduce a degree of tenure mix into all former council 
estates with the highest degree of tenure mix in the most attractive estates.

Privatisation of public sector housing has added a further dimension to the growth and 
diversity of the owner-occupied sector.  e owner-occupied sector is now associated with three 
diff erent types of property: tenure transfers from the private rented sector which dominated 
the housing market up until the First World War; speculatively built private sector housing 

Figure . – Average house prices: England and Wales, 
Source: Her Majesty’s Land Registry House Price Data, London
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(mostly built in the period since the First World War), and tenure transfers from the local 
authority sector (mostly in the period since the Second World War and particularly since ). 
 ese diff erent contributory fl ows to the homeownership sector mean that it is very mixed in 
age, quality condition, design, location and reputation. Unlike some other European countries 
owner-occupied property is available at very low prices, especially in the Midlands and the 
North of England. Alongside very low priced housing there can be extremely expensive 
housing.  e sector is by no means homogeneous and it is important to recognise divisions 
within it. House price fl uctuations have been a major feature of the development of the 
housing market over the last two decades.  ere have been major periods of boom followed by 
bust. In both of these phases in the market cycle the pattern has been uneven.  e rise in house 
prices is generally highest in London and the South-East and it is argued, has been fuelled by 
the peculiar economic factors operating in a world city. However, house price increases have 

Figure . – Average house prices: England and Wales, 
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also tended to ripple outwards from the South-East. In periods of housing market collapse the 
number of transactions declines dramatically. Certain parts of the market have also seen large 
and sustained falls in prices.  ese particularly relate to fl ats and, in the most recent phase, to 
older, increasingly obsolete, private sector dwellings.

 e English housing market is polarised with generally high and rising prices in the South-
East and evidence of falling demand resulting in stagnant house price growth in parts of the 
North and Midlands.  is has led to severe aff ordability problems in the South-East, whereas 
the North, and to a more limited extent the Midlands, have experienced a change in demand 
for housing resulting in abandonment of dwellings in the older industrial cities of the North 
and Midlands. Changes in aspirations and additions to the aff ordable housing stock during a 
period in which housing policy has failed to tackle the problem of obsolete housing is part of 
the causal mechanism of low demand in the North, whilst outward migration fl ows associated 
with the economic growth of the South-East has undoubtedly contributed to these dual 
markets.

Figures . and . illustrate the extent of house price polarisation by showing average house 
prices for the period -; the proportion of areas (postcode sectors) registering below 
average house prices increased almost fi vefold between  and  (from . per cent to 
. per cent of all postcode sectors).  e Greater London and Birmingham local authority 
boundaries are outlined on the map to show the location of the estates used as case studies 
in the following sections.  e estates in Birmingham are within a low price zone compared 
with those in Tower Hamlets (London), however, as we shall discuss further below there is 
signifi cant variation and the importance of location and proximity to economic growth nodes 
within the city and region has an impact on the trajectory of each estate.

 e general development of the housing market and the encouragement given by successive 
governments to owner-occupation as well as the perceived advantages of having invested 
in owner-occupied housing has resulted in a dominant preference for owner-occupation in 
Britain.  is has been a major contributory factor to the changing social and economic status 
of council housing. From being perceived as a privileged housing tenure providing the best 
quality housing at subsidised rents and attractive to affl  uent working class households as well 
as some white-collar households the sector has increasingly been perceived as off ering a less 
attractive package of opportunities than home ownership. Affl  uent tenants have increasingly 
left council housing or have exercised the Right-to-Buy and the social base of council 
housing has consistently narrowed.  is process, which has been identifi ed as residualisation, 
commenced as early as the s and has gathered pace in subsequent years.  e pattern of 
residualisation is now seen to be a national one but it is important to recognise that the social 
rented sector is still highly diff erentiated.  ere were always unattractive estates, often those 
associated with slum clearance and with housing less respectable sections of the working class. 
Arguably these estates were always residualised. Alongside these there have always been high 
status estates and although these have been most heavily aff ected by privatisation and are 
aff ected by residualisation, they continue to be marked by lower rates of turnover and voids 
and are more attractive to more affl  uent households.
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2.4 Housing policy

 e origins of public housing and voluntary or not-for-profi t housing in Britain go back to the 
nineteenth century. A major expansion of public housing followed the failure of philanthropic 
eff ort to generate a suffi  cient supply of rented housing to meet demand from working class 
households. Local authorities were charged with the task of leading the provision of modern 
rented housing and the exchequer subsidies provided immediately after the First World War 
are generally seen as critical in facilitating the establishment of a substantial and high quality 
council housing sector. It is important to emphasise that the sector was a high quality one 
providing houses with gardens for the affl  uent working classes and partly designed to provide 
‘homes fi t for heroes to live in’ and as a way of minimising the extreme housing problems 
which were felt could add to working class militancy and social disorder.

After  council housing went through a period of sustained development, interrupted 
only by the Second World War between  and , for a period of some sixty years. 
However, the emphasis in housing provision shifted during this period. In particular it 
shifted between provision of general needs housing and slum clearance housing.  e general 
discussion of council housing in Britain emphasises that the highest quality housing was that 
provided for general needs for working class households applying for local authority housing. 
Poorer quality housing including fl ats and non-traditional dwelling types were built in periods 
of slum clearance re-housing when the potential benefi ciaries were not the affl  uent, organised 
working class but the more disordered lower income slum dwellers.

British council housing is highly diff erentiated and some of the diff erentiation relates to the 
periods in which it was built and who it was built for.  e housing built immediately after the 
Second War World between  and the mid to late s was generally of a high standard 
and consisted of houses with gardens. Once the most extreme shortages associated with 
wartime were overcome, the task for council housing was associated with slum clearance and 
from the late s through to the s this was the principal target. In this period there was 
a much greater production of non-traditional fl ats and maisonettes in large estates. Some of 
these estates were built on the edge of cities and provided re-housing opportunities for people 
whose homes in the inner city were subject to slum clearance. Other new housing was built 
in the inner city on the land that had been cleared by slum clearance activities. In both cases 
the housing was built under a fi nancial regime which encouraged the construction of fl ats and 
non-traditional dwellings and the architectural fashion and the technology preferred by the 
construction industry involved a great variety of systems built housing schemes.

It is the estates built in this period rather than the high standard houses and gardens built 
in much of the inter-war period or in the early post-war period that are most associated 
with problems on estates. Whilst the council housing sector remains highly diff erentiated, 
the general devalorisation of the sector, the narrowing of the social base, the attractiveness 
of homeownership, and the residualisation of tenure have had an impact on all parts of the 
council housing sector and not just on these more problematic estates. In this study the estates 
which we are focusing upon in London and Birmingham are examples of estates built in this 
problematic post-war period.  ey are the estates which have the greatest proportion of non-
traditional housing and of fl ats and they are the estates with the most damaged reputation 
from the outset, associated with who they were built for and with the failure to provide a wide 
range of facilities and, in particular, employment opportunities.
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While the history of council housing in Britain can be written in terms of diff erent phases 
of its development and who it was built for, it is also important to refer to diff erent phases in 
privatisation and restructuring.  ere has been a longstanding debate about the sale of council 
houses ever since the origin of this sector and there were some periods in which sales grew 
signifi cantly (the early s in particular). However, it would be appropriate to argue that in 
the period up to  privatisation was a side agenda for council housing and did not have 
a fundamental impact upon its development. In the period after  this has not been true. 
Two main types of privatisation have had a signifi cant impact.  e fi rst has been the sale of 
individual properties to sitting tenants, nearly always under the Right-to-Buy introduced in 
legislation in .  is legislation provided a right for sitting tenants to buy the dwelling they 
lived in and provided substantial discounts (up to  per cent) on market value.  is resulted 
in more than a third of all council properties in England being sold to sitting tenants over a 
period of  years.

 ere is a signifi cant literature about these sales.  ey are more concentrated in the more 
attractive housing stock and houses with gardens and they tended to be bought by the more 
affl  uent tenants in the middle of their housing career. Consequently, the Right-to-Buy has 
resulted in a considerable reshaping of the spatial distribution of council housing. Most council 
estates now have mixed tenure, but the smallest proportions of remaining council tenancies are 
on the best estates including the best inter-war and early post-war estates.  e rate of sales has 
been much less substantial in the mass housing estates that include non-traditional dwellings 
(fl ats and maisonettes). Nevertheless, they are apparent even here and are signifi cant.

 e second form of privatisation has involved the transfer of stock to not-for-profi t housing 
organisations.  is substantial de-municipalisation of housing has been associated with the 
management of public expenditure. By moving the housing stock out of municipal ownership 
into the ownership of not-for-profi t housing associations which are defi ned as being in the 
private sector the expenditures on this housing stock are not counted as public expenditure. 
 is enables government to maintain strict restrictions on public expenditure but at the same 
time they are able to increase the fi nance going into the former municipal housing stock. 
Without stock transfers the backlog of disrepair and the lack of expenditure on the social 
housing stock would have been more extreme.  e pragmatic view of this de-municipalisation 
would emphasise this agenda about accessing private fi nance and facilitating investment in the 
housing stock without putting pressure on public expenditure. A less charitable view would 
argue that this was an opportunistic approach where the ideological antagonism to municipal 
ownership of housing was more important and a public expenditure rationale was convenient. 
Whichever view of this is taken it is signifi cant that both the Conservative governments up to 
 and Labour governments since  have favoured stock transfer and a signifi cant part of 
the council housing stock has been transferred to not-for-profi t organisations.  ese are still 
subject to regulation and it could be argued that they do not represent a privatisation but rather 
a modernisation of the social housing stock, bringing it more in line with its organisation in 
some other countries, including the Netherlands.

 e early successes in stock transfer were associated with more affl  uent areas where the 
quality and market value of properties made them more attractive for private sector funders. 
Stock transfers did not work in the most run-down and least attractive mass housing 
estates where substantial investment was required in order to even bring properties up to an 
acceptable standard. In response, the Conservative government after  developed a policy 
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which enabled grant to be paid to meet the costs associated with bringing properties up to an 
acceptable standard and therefore putting the stock into a condition where the private sector 
would be willing to lend against the income stream associated with rents.  e clearest example 
of this policy was the Estates Renewal Challenge Fund. Local authorities were invited to bid 
for funding which would enable them to transfer stock. In eff ect they were bidding for a dowry 
payment which would make the private funding of a stock transfer attractive to private sector 
lenders. What was proposed was that government paid a dowry, the local authority transferred 
the stock and lenders added to the dowry in order to fund the refurbishment of stock and to 
develop a viable, sustainable, independent landlord.

 e residualisation of council housing associated with the promotion of homeownership has 
added to the problems associated with these blocks and the estates of which they form part. 
 e concentration of lower income households and households dependent on benefi ts in these 
blocks and estates has not made them easier to manage or easier to live in. Finally, the anti-
municipal stance of government and the constraints placed on public expenditure on housing, 
both because of this anti-municipal stance and because of the problems of the economy as a 
whole have meant the building-up of a back-log of disrepair and other problems which have 
been particularly severe in their impact on these estates. While council housing has begun to be 
seen as a second-best tenure it is these estates which are seen as the least desirable parts within 
council housing.  ey are increasingly a sector of last resort providing temporary housing for 
people at key stages in their work and housing careers. While these are not the only parts of 
the housing stock which have problems and they are not the only parts of cities which have 
concentrations of deprived households, they are among the most problematic areas. In some 
cases they have an important function in the housing market in providing opportunities for 
households to obtain housing and providing a place from which people move on. In other 
cases they are associated with reducing opportunities and life chances and trapping people in 
undesirable situations.

In addition to privatisation two other important processes have aff ected council housing 
over the last thirty years.  e fi rst has been a series of modernisation and refurbishment 
programmes including the Estate Action Programme.  ese were designed to improve the 
physical quality of dwellings. Secondly, there has been increasing discussion and increasing 
action to demolish council dwellings, largely where it was felt that the dwellings were obsolete, 
where design or other faults which could not be remedied at reasonable cost, or where the 
demand for such dwellings was most limited.  e number of demolitions of council properties 
has increased in recent years.

One particular issue which is important in relation to the impact of the Right-to-Buy on the 
estates which are the focus of this research programme is the development of mixed ownership 
within blocks of fl ats.  e Right-to-Buy applied to houses and fl ats. Under the British system 
if the tenant exercised the Right-to-Buy on a fl at they became an owner-occupier with a 
leaselet.  e local authority remained responsible for providing certain services for leaseholders. 
 ese relate to the management and maintenance and repair of the block of fl ats rather than 
the interior of the individual fl at.  e local authority therefore was responsible for things such 
as estate maintenance, the maintenance and lighting of common areas (stairwells, entrance 
halls, lifts) and the maintenance and repair of the exterior fabric (roofs, windows, the wind 
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and weatherproofi ng of the exterior of the property) and the maintenance of other essential 
services.

 e presence of a signifi cant minority of owner-occupiers in leasehold properties on 
estates has complicated the management of estates since.  ere is a potential for confl icts of 
interest between tenants and owners for whom actions have diff erent fi nancial consequences. 
Leaseholders are more likely to challenge the charges levied by local authorities or their not-
for-profi t landlords and proposals for major modernisation and improvement or for demolition 
are made much more complicated by the presence of leaseholders.  e policy consequences of 
this will be discussed at a later stage in this project.

2.5 Conclusions

 e problems associated with mass housing estates in Britain have a very high political 
prominence. It is now commonplace for academic and political commentators to suggest 
that these estates originally designed to solve urban problems by providing high quality 
housing are now part of the problem of urban areas.  ey are associated with high levels of 
crime and anti-social behaviour.  ey are associated separately with high concentrations of 
deprived households and are seen as traps which damage the life chances of households, partly 
because of their association with poor quality public and private sector services.  e services 
that develop for communities which lack political muscle, eff ective role models, spending 
power, and strong political and economic networks are likely to be second best. Both public 
and private sector services respond intentionally or inadvertently to pressures which are not 
strongly represented in these areas. Consequently the areas are not strongly resourced. Partly 
because of this they are not attractive to households with choice.  ey are easy to get into for 
those who have not got choice but they are not easy to get out of because the facilities that they 
provide do not form a good platform for the development of employment or housing careers.

 e language of policy in Britain has for some time emphasised the problems on estates and 
has overstated the presence of these kinds of problems in former council estates when in reality 
they are also evident in parts of the private sector neighbourhoods in cities. Within British 
cities concentrations of deprivation are evident in private sector housing neighbourhoods and 
in mixed tenure neighbourhoods as well as in council housing.  is is to be expected when the 
underlying processes leading to deprivation are economic and demographic and not purely 
related to housing access and when there is relatively easy access to private sector housing 
because of low house prices and the nature of the housing benefi t system. Leaving this aside 
there is no doubt that the mass housing estates built in the post-war period fi gure prominently 
among neighbourhoods with problems.  e scale and uniformity of these estates appears to 
be an important factor as is the presence of fl atted accommodation. In European terms none 
of these things are very dramatic.  e size of these estates in Britain bears no relation to those 
of Eastern Europe and the proportion of fl atted accommodation is very much lower than 
exists elsewhere in Europe.  is merely serves to emphasise that the processes involved are 
not predicated upon scale or design characteristics but rather refl ect the interaction between a 
variety of diff erent processes.

In the British context these estates have seen a rapid decline in their image and are strongly 
stereotyped in the media.  e housing practices adopted by the majority of the population 
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means that they are not aspirational neighbourhoods and the mainly younger households 
which move to these neighbourhoods often have the intention of moving on as soon as they 
can. While the quality of housing in terms of space standards and amenities is high and there 
is little overcrowding and sharing of accommodation, the social reputation is often low.  ese 
are among the neighbourhoods which are more likely to stigmatise residents and where people 
are more likely to be exposed to crime or have a heightened fear of crime.  e discourses about 
these estates have moved way beyond descriptions of their design or their ownership and are 
now a much more complex accounts of the social construction of reputations and behaviour.

While there are some common factors aff ecting all of these estates in Britain there are also 
important diff erences between regions and cities. Some of these relate to the particular local 
histories and contexts of estates. Others relate to the development of the wider economy and 
society.  e estates concerned are located in diff erent parts of the city.  ey are both built on 
land which had been cleared in the slum clearance programmes associated with inner city 
neighbourhoods and on greenfi eld sites on the edge of the city.  ese diff erent areas have 
diff erent locational advantages. Some are better placed in relation to places of employment 
or access to the city centre or to public transport.  ey have diff erent mixes of properties and 
the estates have diff erent histories. While they all tend to be associated with high levels of 
deprivation and a range of problems, the particular combination of diffi  culties is diff erent in 
diff erent estates. Some have a greater concentration of non-traditional properties and fl ats, 
some have greater problems of safety, disrepair and design.  e estates themselves have been 
aff ected by a range of policies including privatisation and the more residual approach which 
British governments have adopted towards public and social rented housing. However even 
within any one particular policy framework the diff erences between the various estates that 
we are discussing mean that the policies required to address the balance between social and 
physical problems or between the need for demolition or refurbishment, diff er between 
estates.  e costs and the appropriate mechanisms for modernisation are not the same in all 
of these estates and the approaches adopted need to be based on an analysis of the particular 
circumstances in each case as well as an understanding of the similarities between them.

In this context the diff erences between the highly pressured economy of the South-East of 
England and the lower demand environment in the Midlands and the North is one important 
dimension. In addition there are diff erences associated with location and accessibility that will 
emerge from the studies included in this project.
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3 London: a general overview

3.1 General description of the city

London is the capital and largest city of the United Kingdom.

In this project, the area we refer to as ‘London’ is known formally as ‘Greater London’.  is 
conforms to the boundaries of the now defunct Greater London Council (GLC), established 
in , and is the area that now lies within the jurisdiction of the Mayor of London.  is 
is an urban area with a population of some . million people (), covering an area of 
approximately , square kilometres. However, despite its name, ‘Greater London’ represents 
a minimalist defi nition of ‘London’ and has limited real socio-economic meaning (see Hall, 
; Fainstein et al, ; Fainstein, ; Buck et al., ).  e conurbation extends well 
beyond the GLC boundaries and incorporates a signifi cant proportion of South-East England. 
It can, thus, be estimated that, in , some . million people were living within the direct 
economic, social and physical sphere of infl uence of ‘London’.

Greater London is divided into  boroughs plus the City of London, each of which has 
an elected multi-purpose local authority. A distinction is often made between ‘Inner London’, 
which is characterised (with certain exceptions) by high-density development and signifi cant 
concentrations of social and economic problems and (also with certain exceptions) affl  uent, 
low-density, suburban ‘Outer London’. Inner London comprises the City of London, City of 
Westminster, the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, plus the boroughs of Camden, 
Hackney, Hammersmith and Fulham, Haringey, Islington, Lambeth, Lewisham, Newham, 
Southwark, Tower Hamlets, and Wandsworth. Outer London comprises the boroughs of 
Barking and Dagenham, Barnet, Bexley, Brent, Bromley, Croydon, Ealing, Enfi eld, Greenwich, 
Harrow, Havering, Hillingdon, Hounslow, Kingston upon  ames, Merton, Redbridge, 
Richmond upon  ames, Sutton and Waltham Forest. In this project, we focus on the Borough 
of Tower Hamlets, located in east Inner London (see fi gure .) and, specifi cally, on estates in 
the neighbourhoods of Bow and Poplar in the east of the Borough.

London has developed from two historic ‘centres’: Roman London (traditionally the centre 
of fi nance and commerce) and Saxon Westminster (traditionally the seat of government and 
the Monarchy).

London’s population grew most rapidly during the colonial period.  e th century saw 
London become one of the world’s leading centres for trade, fi nance, and administration. It 
also became a major centre of consumption and (at the time) the world’s leading industrial 
centre and principal port. Population growth during this period was, predominantly, domestic 
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in origin, so London remained a white English-speaking city. During this period, London’s 
population became strongly polarised between a high paid professional elite and low paid 
working class.

Physically, the city was very compact until the middle of the th century, when most people 
lived within walking distance of work. In , the opening of the world’s fi rst underground 
railway started a process of rapid suburbanisation.  is process accelerated at the end of the 
th century with the introduction of electric trains and, during the inter-war period, with the 
speculative expansion of the Underground network.

 e pattern for most of the post-war period (i.e. until recently) has been one of 
decentralisation of population away from London to the South-East region.  is migration 
was socially selective and focused, in particular, on middle and high-income households.  e 
remaining low-income households have been particularly negatively aff ected by the rapid 
decline in manufacturing employment since the s.  ere has been signifi cant in-migration 
in London from the Commonwealth, particularly the West Indies and the Indian sub-
continent.

 e governance of London has, historically, been highly fragmented. Indeed, it was not 
until the establishment of the London County Council in , that London had any citywide 
government.  e Great London Council succeeded this from the s until its abolition in 
.  e GLA Act  established a new set of governance institutions:  e elected Mayor 
of London (who is responsible for the planning of key services such as police, transport, fi re 
and emergency services, regeneration, land use planning, sustainability, environmental issues 
and cultural aff airs at a strategic – i.e. Greater London – level); the Greater London Authority 
(GLA) which, under the direction of the Mayor, develops these issues at a strategic level; and, 
the London Assembly whose  elected members scrutinise the performance of and make 
proposals to the Mayor and GLA.  e elected councils of the  boroughs and the City retain 
responsibility for the detailed planning, enabling and delivery of key services (e.g. housing, 
planning, regeneration, education, social services) at a local level.  e London Development 

Figure . – Location of Tower Hamlets within London

Source: Crown Copyright 2001,
Census boundary data, JISC purchase
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Agency (LDA) is responsible for economic development and regeneration in London and is 
accountable directly to the Mayor.

3.1.1 Economic profi le
London can be described unambiguously as a ‘World City’.  is implies a socio-economic 
profi le that is highly polarised between extremes of wealth and poverty (Fainstein et al., ; 
Fainstein, ; Sassen, ; ).

 e Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of London (estimated at  Billion) is larger than 
that of the Republic of Ireland, Portugal and Finland. London’s GDP per capita is  per cent 
above the United Kingdom average. London represents the largest concentration of high-level 
service sector employment in Europe.  e London Stock Exchange is the largest in the world, 
accounting for nearly one third of global trading activity. Nearly  per cent of all foreign 
exchange transitions within the European Union take place in London. More than one fi fth 
of Europe’s  largest companies have their headquarters in London. Tourism is the second 
largest and fastest growing sector in London, employing some , people in  (LDA, 
).

London, therefore, accounts for a signifi cant proportion of employment in the service sector 
within the United Kingdom: Financial Services (up to  per cent); Property, Professions, IT 
and Other Business Services (up to  per cent); Publishing, Media and Cultural Services 
(up to  per cent); Travel and Distribution (up to  per cent).  e main concentration 
of employment growth within the service sector has been in the ‘central’ boroughs of 
Westminster, City, Tower Hamlets and Newham. Elsewhere, more job opportunities have 
become concentrated in fewer town centres.

In , . million Londoners worked in manufacturing. By ,  per cent of these jobs 
had been lost (GLA, ). London has experienced a greater decline in its manufacturing 
base than any other United Kingdom region during the post war period. However, in , 
. per cent of Londoners worked in services, compared to . per cent in  (GLA, 
).  ere is a long-term trend for increased demand for high-level service employees and 
decreased demand for low skilled workers in London.

Table . – Employment by sector in London and Tower Hamlets, - ( sample) 
(percentages)

London 1991 London 2001 Tower Hamlets 
1991

Tower Hamlets 
2001

Agriculture, fi shery, forestry 0.2 0.3 0.1 0.3
Energy, water 1.1 0.3 1.1 0.2
Manufacturing 10.6 7.6 11.8 7.2
Construction 6.5 5.3 6.1 3.3
Distribution, catering, transport 19.1 12.7 18.0 14.5
Services 50.7 66.0 62.0 67.0
Not stated 1.4 n.a. 1.8 n.a.
Other n.a. 7.9 n.a. 7.5
Total (base) 3,319,134 282,644 4,753 73,936

Source: Census of Population, 1991, 2001
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Table . – Employment by occupation in London and Tower Hamlets,  ( sample) 
(percentages)

London 1991 Tower Hamlets 
1991

Management, administration 17.6 11.5
Professional occupations 10.3 8.7
Associated professional, 

technical occupations
11.7 11.4

Clerical, secretarial 20.1 18.3
Craft related occupations 10.8 12.4
Personal and protective services 8.7 11.2
Sales 5.9 4.4
Plant machine operatives 6.3 7.3
Other 7.2 12.6
Not stated 1.4 2.1
Total (base) 282,644 4,753

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Demographic structure of London,  to  (percentages)

London 1981 London 1991 London 2001 Tower 
Hamlets 1981

Tower 
Hamlets 1991

Tower 
Hamlets 2001

0-15 yrs 19.9 19.5 19.0 20.8 25.5 21.5
16-24 yrs 15.1 13.4 13.2 17.1 13.9 17.6
25-44 yrs 27.3 32.6 35.3 23.2 29.3 37.0
45-59 yrs 17.3 15.5 16.1 18.6 13.4 11.3
60-74 yrs 14.6 12.4 10.5 14.6 12.4 8.6
75 yrs+ 5.8 6.6 5.9 5.5 5.4 3.9
Total (base) 6,608,598 6,679,699 7,172,091 139,996 161,064 196,106

Source: Census of Population, 1981, 1991, 2001

Table . – Ethnicity in London and Tower Hamlets,  and 

London 1991 London 2001 Tower Hamlets 1991 Tower Hamlets 2001

White 79.8 71.2 64.4 51.4
Black Caribbean 4.4 4.8 3.6 2.7
Black African 2.4 5.3 2.4 3.4
Black other 1.2 0.8 1.1 0.5
Indian 5.2 6.1 1.0 1.5
Pakistani 1.3 2.0 0.7 0.7
Bangladeshi 1.3 2.1 22.9 33.4
Chinese 0.8 1.1 1.1 1.8
Asian other 1.7 1.9 1.0 0.9
Mixed race n.a. 3.2 n.a. 2.5
Other 1.8 1.6 1.5 1.2
Total (base) 6,679,699 7,172,091 161,064 196,106

Source: Census of Population, 1991, 2001



[ 31 ] 

Table . illustrates the structure of the labour market, by sector, in London and Tower 
Hamlets. Of particular note are the high and rising levels of service sector employment in 
both city and Borough and, correspondingly, the low and declining employment base in 
manufacturing.

Table . illustrates the structure of the labour market by occupation in London and Tower 
Hamlets. It is notable that there is a far higher proportion of workers in professional in 
managerial positions in London as a whole than within the borough.

3.1.2 Demographic structure
In , the population of London was ,,, an increase of  per cent on the  Census. 
 e population of London is expected to grow by a further , people by .  is is in 
sharp contrast to the population decline of recent decades (GLA, ).

Table . illustrates the changing demographic composition of the population of London 
and Tower Hamlets during the past two decades. Of particular note is the increase in ‘younger 
adults’ ( to  years).

3.1.3 Ethnicity
Table . illustrates the changing ethnic composition of London and Tower Hamlets during 
the past decade.  e white population has declined slightly as an overall proportion of the 
population of London. However, in Tower Hamlets, the change has been more dramatic, with 
a signifi cant reduction in the white population and a marked increase in the local Bangladeshi 
community.

Figure . illustrates the geographical distribution of London’s minority ethnic communities 
in . It is evident that there exists a signifi cant concentration of the minority population in 
Inner and Outer West London.  ere are relatively fewer ethnic minority communities in the 
extreme east and south of the city.

3.1.4 Migration and dynamics
For most of the post war period, the population of Greater London has been in decline. In 
, for example, the population of London was . million.  is fi gure had declined to . 
million by .  is decline was prompted by the decentralisation of the London metropolitan 
region.  e adjacent counties of South-East England were characterised by consistently rising 
populations. However, the population of London itself increased between the  and  
Census and is expected to continue to do so.

Anticipated household growth in London is unprecedented since WW (GLA, ). 
It is estimated that , new households will form per annum by , representing an 
overall increase in the number of households that is equivalent to seven new boroughs.  is 
change is generated mainly by natural growth, refl ecting the young age profi le of London’s 
adult population. Domestic in-migration is less signifi cant, the general pattern of which is for 
younger, smaller households to move to London while older families move out into the South-
East region (ibid.). In-migration from overseas is very important (an estimated net in-fl ow of 
, people in /).
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3.1.5 Relative deprivation
London’s World City status implies more extreme divisions between affl  uence and poverty 
than the norm, even in the context of a highly polarised country such as the United Kingdom.

 e pattern of migration noted above increases the socio-economic divide as households 
moving into London tend to be located at either extreme of the income scale (GLA, ). 
Property prices in London increasingly exclude middle-income households (ibid.).

 e United Kingdom government ranks the  local authorities in England on a series 
of measures of relative deprivation, known as the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD).  e 
latest index was published in  and will be updated in .  e IMD indicates that 
approximately  per cent of London’s  wards fall within the  per cent most deprived 
wards in England and  per cent of London wards fall within the most deprived  per cent of 
wards nationally.

 e geography of socio-economic indicators in London has tended historically to be 
characterised by a broad polarisation between the deprived east (based on traditional 
manufacturing and port related work) and the west (based on modern consumer industries). 
In terms of the internal geography of relative deprivation within London, there is a signifi cant 
polarisation between the boroughs of Inner East London (e.g. Hackney, Tower Hamlets, 
Newham, Lambeth and Southwark) which contain large numbers of deprived wards and 
suburban boroughs such as Bromley, Richmond upon  ames, and Kingston upon  ames 
which contain very few.  e geographical distribution of multiple deprivation in London is 
illustrated in fi gure ..

Figure . – Ethnicity in London, 
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 e GLA’s London Divided (GLA, ) report makes the following observations about London Divided (GLA, ) report makes the following observations about London Divided
relative deprivation in London.

• After housing costs, London, and especially Inner London, has the highest proportion of 
children, adults of working age and pensioners in income poverty.  is is defi ned in terms 
of household incomes amounting to  per cent or less of the national average (i.e. median) 
income. More than half ( per cent) of children in Inner London live in households in 
income poverty compared to one third in Outer London and  per cent nationally. Nearly 
one third ( per cent) of adults of working age in Inner London live in households in 
income poverty compared with  per cent for Outer London and nationally.  e problems 
of children and adults are integrated to a greater degree in Inner London than elsewhere 
as a higher proportion of children ( per cent) live in workless households than nationally 
( per cent). Black and ethnic minority communities within London are especially 
disadvantaged. Nearly three quarters ( per cent) of Bangladeshi households in London 
are in income poverty as are  per cent of households belonging to other BME groups.  e 
only BME group with below average levels of income poverty is the Indian community. 
More than two thirds ( per cent) of pensioners households are in income poverty in Inner 
London, compared to  per cent nationally and  per cent for Outer London.

• Despite rapid economic growth, labour market outcomes for London are inferior to all 
regions of England except the North-East.  is has been the case since the recession of 
the late s.  e key changes have been: high concentration of job growth in highly 
skilled sectors; low levels of growth in low paid occupations; signifi cant losses in low paid 
skilled jobs (especially manufacturing); signifi cant increases in part time employment. In 
/, Inner London had an average employment rate of . per cent and an ILO 

Figure . – Multiple deprivation in London
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unemployment rate of . per cent, the worst of any sub-region in the United Kingdom. 
Most problems are concentrated in Inner East London, north and south of the river. BME 
groups are especially badly aff ected. BME groups made up  per cent of London’s labour 
force but  per cent of the unemployed. All BME groups, except the Indian community, 
had an unemployment rate at least twice as high as for whites. Activity rates for women of 
working age were far lower in London than elsewhere.

• Levels of benefi t dependency in London ( per cent of all households) are, typically, higher 
than elsewhere in the United Kingdom (average  per cent). More than one quarter ( 
per cent) of London children live in households claiming one or more benefi t compared 
to  per cent nationally. Some . per cent of Londoners live in household dependent on 
Income Support, more than any region except the northeast.  e highest concentration of 
claimants was in Inner East London. Some , children live in households dependent 
on Job Seekers Allowance.  is was . per cent of all London children (compared to a 
fi gure of  per cent nationally) the highest regional fi gure. London had the lowest levels of 
Working Family Tax Credit (WFTC) take-up in GB;  per cent of households compared 
to  per cent nationally.  e interaction between WFTC and Housing Benefi t (HB) is 
particularly important. London has the highest proportion of households claiming HB 
outside the northeast.  e extent to which HB contributes to the benefi t trap is a key issue 
in London. As rent increases, disposable income reduces; gains through WFTC are lost 
through reductions in HB.  e benefi t of moving from welfare to work is less pronounced 
in London than elsewhere. London has had relatively low levels of income/disability benefi t 
claims. However, claims in GB have been falling whereas they have been rising in London. 
One third of Tower Hamlets residents are HB dependent. Tower Hamlets has the highest 
proportion of resident in receipt of Council Tax Benefi t.

• Life expectancy in London is close to the national average: . years for males,  years 
for females. However, there are signifi cant diff erences between boroughs. In Kensington 
and Chelsea, life expectancy for males is . years and . years for females. In Newham, 
male life expectancy is . years and, in Southwark, female expectancy is  years. Levels of 
tuberculosis in London are three to eight times the national average.

• In  to ,  per cent of pupils nationally secured fi ve or more GCSE passes at Grade 
C or above. In London, the proportion was  per cent and, in Inner London, it was  per 
cent.

• Vulnerability to crime is strongly correlated with social class.  e risk of burglary in London 
is  per cent higher for those with an income of £, (, euros)or less than it is for 
those with an income of £, (, euros) or more. London has the lowest proportion 
of household with domestic insurance of any region. Only  per cent of households with an 
average weekly income of less than £ ( euros) have insurance compared to  per cent 
of households with a weekly income of more than £, (, euros).  e most expensive 
area for household insurance in London is Bow (£ ( euros) per annum).

3.2 Neighbourhoods in the city

 ere is increasing concern that the economic success of London, driven by the fi nance, media 
and tourism sectors is leading to increasing inequalities of income.  is is refl ected in the 
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housing market with rapidly increasing house prices, market rents and a shortage of aff ordable 
housing aff ecting middle and low-income groups.  is is compounded by an acute disparity 
between housing demand and supply (GLA, ).

Figure . illustrates the geography of house prices in London.  e east-west divide that 
characterises most socio-economic conditions in London is particularly marked.  ere are also 
clusters of high house prices in the leafy South-East suburban boroughs. Tower Hamlets is an 
anomaly in the context of east London with extremely high house prices in those parts of the 
borough immediately adjacent to the city and docklands.

 e GLA’s Homes for a World City report () makes the follow observations about the Homes for a World City report () makes the follow observations about the Homes for a World City
London housing market.

• In the second quarter of , the average price of a property in England and Wales was 
£, (, euros).  is compares to a London average of £, (, euros). 
In , it is estimated that an average property is . times the average salary for a nurse; 
. times higher than that of an average teacher; and, . times higher than that of an average 
police offi  cer. Average market rents in London were £ ( euros) per week, compared to 
£ ( euros) nationally.

• At present, private sector new build in London is some , dwellings per annum.  e 
rate of new build is, therefore, insuffi  cient to accommodate the anticipated growth in 
household numbers noted above.

• In addition, however, there are acute levels of housing need in London.  ere are: up to 
, households in temporary accommodation ( per cent of the total in England) of 

Figure . – House prices in London, 

Source: Her Majesty’s Land RegistrySource: Her Majesty’s Land Registry
House Price Data, LondonHouse Price Data, London
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whom , are in bed and breakfast lodgings; , single person homeless households; 
, couples and lone parents sharing accommodation; , in over-crowded 
accommodation; , households sharing basic amenities; , asylum seekers in 
temporary accommodation; , asylum seekers supported by London boroughs and 
, on voucher-only support.  e largest single group within the housing need backlog 
are young single people. However, the largest group within temporary accommodation is 
families.  ere are signifi cant numbers of household in accommodation too small (e.g. 
BME extended families) or too large (e.g. OAPs). It is estimated that an additional , 
new dwellings per annum will be required to eliminate the housing needs backlog within 
ten years. Moreover, the boroughs with the highest levels of housing need are not those with 
the highest potential for new housing development. Some . per cent of London’s social 
housing stock is considered unfi t with a cumulative repair backlog of . billion. However, 
problems are more acute in the private rented sector. It is estimated that . per cent of the 
owner occupied stock and . per cent of the private rented sector is unfi t.

•  e problem has been compounded by reduced supply of housing in London, especially 
that for low income households.  ere is a signifi cant gap between rents charged by 
private landlords and the level of Housing Benefi t payments received. As a consequence, 
increasing numbers of households have fallen into rent arrears and private landlords are 
making fewer lettings to households in receipts of benefi t ( per cent drop in last fi ve years). 
 ere is a signifi cant gap in London between market rents and rents in the social housing 
sector. However, whilst the former is increasingly only accessible to those on high incomes, 
the latter is accessible only to those in acute housing need. London contains some  
disadvantaged estates, as identifi ed by the Social Exclusion Unit (two thirds of the national 
total).  e poorest quality social housing is lettable to households with high need and no 
choice.  e problem has been compounded by the depletion of the social housing stock 
through right to buy (, dwellings per annum), demolition (, dwellings per annum).

• In /, . per , households in London were registered homeless.  e key causal 
factor contributing to this problem is the decline in the supply of aff ordable housing.

• A key problem is the lack of aff ordable housing for intermediate housing groups, i.e. those 
on middle incomes. It is argued that a salary of £, (, euros) or less is likely to 
leave no housing choice other than indefi nite renting or leaving London. It is estimated 
that , London households fall into this category. Of the new households projected to 
form by , a quarter may be in need of aff ordable housing. Most London UDPs suggest 
 per cent provision of aff ordable housing, LPAC suggest  per cent, GLA recommends 
 per cent, some boroughs (e.g. Hammersmith and Fulham exceed  per cent).  e GLA 
considers the lack of aff ordable housing to be a key future constraint on the future economic 
development of London.  is is confi rmed by employers’ views that housing is a key issue in 
terms of recruitment and retention of staff .

3.2.1 The Borough of Tower Hamlets
 e Borough of Tower Hamlets is located immediately to the east of the centre of London. 
Tower Hamlets represents, best of all the  boroughs the paradoxes of London’s ‘World 
City’ status with its concentrations of socio-economic problems and large minority ethnic 
community located immediately adjacent to the world-class real estate of  e City, Docklands, 
and Canary Wharf. Tower Hamlets is recognised in the government’s Index of Multiple 
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Deprivation () as the most disadvantaged local authority area in England (average of 
ward level averages). All Tower Hamlets  wards are in the most deprived  per cent of wards 
nationally and  are in the most deprived  per cent. Conversely, the borough is characterised 
by extreme levels of housing demand at both ends of the income scale. Tower Hamlets has the 
fastest growing population of all London boroughs, with a particularly rapidly growing Bengali 
community. It has the highest levels of over-crowding in the country and there are no areas of 
low demand locally. On the other hand, the average ratio of house prices to household income, 
at ., is the th highest of any local authority area in England (Wilcox, ).  is compares 
to an average ratio in London of . and a national average of . (ibid.).  is means that local 
residents are eff ectively disenfranchised from the private housing market within the borough.

 e location of the two case study neighbourhoods, Bow and Poplar in the east of Tower 
Hamlets is indicated in fi gure .. Both are traditional working class areas. Poplar, in particular, 
has been associated historically with port related activities and both form part of the declining 
industrial sub-region know as the Lea Valley (now a designated Objective  area).  e sub-
region is employment rich. Immediately to the south is the Canary Wharf development in 
Docklands. To the east is the ‘Arc of Opportunity’ in Newham, related to the development of 
the Channel Tunnel rail interchange.  e commercial and fi nancial centre of London is located 
only two kilometres to the west.

3.3 Conclusions

London is unique in a United Kingdom context due to its World City status.  is produces a 
highly uneven set of labour and housing market outcomes.

 e expansion of employment opportunities within managerial and professional 
occupations in key growth sectors, especially producer services, has resulted in strong, perhaps 
unsustainable, growth pressures in the Capital and surrounding region. After decades of 
population decentralisation, the population of Greater London has increased by  per cent 
in the past decade and is projected to rise by a further  per cent in the next  years.  is 

Figure . – Location of Bow and Poplar in context of Inner East London

3 kmSource: Edline, JISC purchase
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growth has been concentrated almost exclusively within the  to  year age group (i.e. young 
adults of working age).  e number of households in London is growing at a rate of , 
per annum, largely through natural expansion of London’s young population and international 
in-migration.

 e reverse side of the World City ‘boom’ is social polarisation. London has some of the 
highest levels of poverty, unemployment, crime and benefi t dependency in the country plus 
poor levels of educational attainment. Levels of housing need (prompted by homelessness, 
over-crowding, etc.) are uniquely high in London.  e growth in London’s population is 
increasing the divides that exist, as new residents tend to be from the two extremes of the 
income scale.

 e London housing market is characterised by extremely high levels of demand in 
parallel with a depleted supply-side (especially accommodation for low and middle income 
households). Increasingly, private housing is only accessible to high-income households 
whereas social housing is only accessible to households in the most acute housing need.  e 
lack of aff ordable housing in London is likely to lead to further decentralisation of mature 
households to the outer South-East region and displacement and gentrifi cation pressure within 
the capital itself. Furthermore, the unbalanced tenure structure and prohibitively high house 
prices act to ‘trap’ workless households in neighbourhoods with poor employment prospects.

Not surprisingly, the Mayor, GLA, LDA and London Assembly strongly advocate a 
signifi cant expansion on the supply-side of the housing market in London (especially 
aff ordable housing) as an economic and social imperative rather than government intervention 
to decentralise demand to other regions within England. As noted in chapter two, the 
government regards London as a key national economic asset and has strongly encouraged its 
continued growth.
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4 Bow HAT, Tower Hamlets in London: 
general description

Tower Hamlets Housing Action Trust (HAT) is known locally and referred to in this report 
as Bow HAT. It is one of six HATs established by the Housing Act  to regenerate, Bow HAT. It is one of six HATs established by the Housing Act  to regenerate, Bow HAT
comprehensively, large post-war housing estates in London, Liverpool, Birmingham and Hull. 
Bow HAT is a Non Departmental Public Body (i.e. quango) to which three estates (Lefevre, 
Monteith, Tredegar), formerly belonging to the London Borough of Tower Hamlets, were 
transferred in  (following a ballot of tenants).

At the time of designation, the HAT’s housing stock numbered , units and comprised 
mainly high-rise units constructed in the s and s. By the end of the programme 
(/), almost all the pre-existing stock will have been demolished, approximately , 
new homes will have been built and a further  improved.  e HAT is remodelling the three 
old estates on a low-rise ‘neighbourhood’ basis. It also undertakes community development 
work through its subsidiary (and one of its successor bodies) ‘Bow People’s Trust’.

 e HATs are distinctive in benefi ting from a capital budget far greater than that of other 
estate based regeneration schemes in England. Bow HAT’s lifetime government grant in aid 
will be approximately £ million (. million euros).  is has been supplemented by a 
partnership with the Circle  Housing Association and the creation of a new landlord ‘Old 
Ford Housing’. At the end of the HAT programme, tenants will be balloted (again) on their 
future choice of landlord.

 e neighbourhood of Bow, in which the three HAT estates are located, is predominantly 
residential in character. Much of the housing stock, especially in the so-called ‘square 
residential core’, was built during the Victorian period and the west of Bow is heavily 
gentrifi ed.  e neighbourhood has a number of Conservation Areas (Victoria Park, Hertford 
Union Canal and Fairfi eld) all of which border the HAT estates.  ere are a number of canals 
that border the area (Grand Union and Hertford Union) and historic bridges that cross 
these. Bow (and the Lea Valley generally) is designated by the Museum of London as an 
‘Archaeological Priority Area’.  e centre of Bow is dominated by the historic Roman Road 
Market, which specialises in new clothes, second and discontinued lines.  e market contains 
a traditional East End eatery, the ‘Pie and Mash Shop’.  e neighbourhood is well endowed 
with open space.  ere are large sub-regional parks (Victoria Park and Mile End Park) plus 
smaller open spaces (Four Seasons Green). Bow has been described as ‘an oasis of open space 
in an otherwise under-provided borough’.

 e Bow neighbourhood has a number of social housing estates, lying to the north and east 
of the residential core.  ese are systems built housing, dating primarily from the late s 
and early s.  ese include the three HAT estates.
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 e neighbourhood is bounded by a number of physical barriers: the Hertford Union Canal 
(north); the A Blackwall Tunnel Approach Road (east); the A Bow Road (south); and the 
A Grove Road (west).

4.1 Physical structure

 e three HAT estates can be described as a coherent geographical ‘U shaped’ entity. However, 
there is clear delineation between the estates and residents identify with their individual estates 
rather than the aggregate HAT area.

 e basic physical characteristics of the estate at the time of HAT designation may be 
described as follows:

• Monteith was built on an area characterised previously by a heterogeneous pattern of land 
use: Victorian terraced housing, industrial units, a large school site.  ese were demolished 
during the construction of the estate from  to .  e original estate housing stock 
comprised: three -storey tower blocks; three three- and four-storey blocks; one three-
storey block with shops on the ground fl oor and maisonettes above; one two-storey 
sheltered accommodation block; one disused multi-storey car park; and, one old people’s 
home. Two low-rise blocks were demolished in .  e tower blocks have no gas supply 
(due to safety concerns) and to convert them would be prohibitively expensive.  e estate 
was described as having ‘no redeeming characteristics, indeed no character of note at all’. 
However, the estate is conveniently located for Victoria Park, immediately to the north. By 
, the redevelopment of the Monteith estate had been completed.

• Lefevre, built between  and , occupies an area previously characterised by small 
Victorian terraced dwellings. Modest improvements were made to the stock in the late 
s.  e original estate housing stock comprised: four ten-storey blocks oriented north-
south and forming a physical ‘wall’ between the AM motorway and the rest of Bow; 
fi ve seven-storey blocks; one two-storey estate offi  ce; one two-storey community centre; 
two four-storey car parks. Lefevre is most synonymous locally with the ‘comprehensive 
redevelopment’ of the s and s. By , fi ve out of the nine original blocks had been 
demolished and replaced with new housing.  e remaining blocks are currently subject to 
demolition work.

• Tredegar is the newest of the three estates, completed in .  e original estate housing 
stock comprised: nine seven-storey blocks; seven fi ve-storey blocks; two three-storey blocks; 
one two-storey block; one one-storey block; one single-storey shop and community centre 
block. Some of the smaller units were of a traditional, rather than systems built, construction 
and have remained in good condition.  e estate is immediately adjacent to the east London 
Line (railway), which divides north and south Bow. By , the Tredegar Estate was the 
least advanced of the three estates in terms of its redevelopment, with approximately half 
the original housing stock remaining. Old Ford will continue this work after the HAT exit.

Table . illustrates the diff erent types of dwelling in the area in  (i.e. two years prior to 
HAT designation). Of particular note is the high proportion of purpose built fl ats on the HAT 
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Table . – Housing types in London, Tower Hamlets and Bow*,  (percentages)*,  (percentages)*

London Tower Hamlets Bow Bow HAT Estates

House 52.0 15.0 20.5 11.2
Flat (purpose built) 33.0 81.3 70.4 86.3
Flat (conversion) 12.2 3.2 7.8 2.2
Not self contained 2.7 0.4 1.1 0.3
Not permanent 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.2
Total (base) 2,763,166 62,882 7,959 1,500

Source: Census of Population, 1991

* For the purposes of this report, Bow neighbourhood is deemed to have comprised the following wards in 1991: Bow, 

Grove, and Park. The ward boundaries in Tower Hamlets were redrawn for the 2001 Census.

Table . – Housing tenure in London, Tower Hamlets and Bow,  (percentages)

London Tower Hamlets Bow Bow HAT Estates

Owner occupied 58.1 23.3 20.2 11.2
Private rented 11.0 6.7 5.8 1.4
Housing association 5.6 9.3 5.5 3.3
Local authority 23.6 58.5 57.4 82.4
Other 1.6 2.2 1.9 1.6
Total (base) 2,709,634 62,648 7,898 1,498

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Housing amenities in London, Tower Hamlets and Bow,  (percentages)

London Tower Hamlets Bow Bow HAT Estates

Exclusive use of WC / bath 97.6 98.8 98.3 99.5
Full central heating 72.0 73.5 75.5 81.7
Part central heating 9.2 12.3 16.0 15.1
No central heating 2.4 1.2 8.5 0.5
Total (base) 2,763,166 62,882 7,959 1,504

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Residential density in London, Tower Hamlets and Bow,  (percentages)

London Tower Hamlets Bow Bow HAT Estates

1.5 persons or more per room 1.4 4.7 1.4 0.9
1 to 1.5 persons per room 2.7 6.3 3.4 4.3
0.5 to 1 person per room 36.1 34.9 36.7 37.1
Less than 0.5 persons per room 59.8 54.0 58.4 58.1
Total (base) 2,763,166 62,882 7,959 1,500

Source: Census of Population, 1991



[ 42 ]

Table . – Employment by sector in London, Tower Hamlets and Bow,  ( sample) 
(percentages)

London 1991 Tower Hamlets 
1991

Bow 1991 Bow HAT Estates

Agriculture, fi shery, forestry 0.2 0.1 0.1 0
Energy, water 1.1 1.1 1.6 2.1
Mining 1.0 0.5 0.6 2.1
Manufacturing 10.6 11.8 11.3 14.0
Construction 6.5 6.1 8.3 7.7
Distribution, catering, transport 19.1 18.0 25.0 26.5
Services 50.7 62.0 51.7 47.7
Not stated 1.4 1.8 1.2 1.0
Total (base) 3,319,134 4,753 642 97

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Employment by occupation in London, Tower Hamlets and Bow,  ( sample) 
(percentages)

London 1991 Tower Hamlets 
1991

Bow 1991 Bow HAT 
Estates

Management, administration 17.6 11.5 11.4 2.2
Professional occupations 10.3 8.7 9.0 2.1
Associated professional, 

technical occupations
11.7 11.4 9.8 7.2

Clerical, secretarial 20.1 18.3 21.8 24.7
Craft related occupations 10.8 12.4 11.7 12.4
Personal and protective services 8.7 11.2 7.9 14.4
Sales 5.9 4.4 5.3 7.2
Plant machine operatives 6.3 7.3 9.3 15.5
Other 7.2 12.6 12.5 13.4
Not stated 1.4 2.1 1.2 1.0
Total (base) 282,644 4,753 642 97

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Demographic structure of London, Tower Hamlets and Bow, - (percentages)

London 1981 London 1991 Tower 
Hamlets 1981

Tower 
Hamlets 1991

Bow 1981 Bow 1991

0-15 yrs 19.9 19.5 20.8 25.5 21.4 21.3
16-24 yrs 15.1 13.4 17.1 13.9 15.4 13.8
25-44 yrs 27.3 32.6 23.2 29.3 24.4 30.5
45-59 yrs 17.3 15.5 18.6 13.4 17.8 14.1
60-75 yrs 14.6 12.4 14.6 12.4 14.8 13.5
75 yrs + 5.8 6.6 5.5 5.4 6.1 6.8
Total (base) 6,608,598 6,679,699 139,996 161,064 18,102 18,686

Source: Census of Population, 1981, 1991
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estates compared with London as a whole and, indeed albeit to a slightly lesser extent, with 
Bow neighbourhood.

Table . illustrates the pattern of housing tenure locally in  (i.e. two years prior to HAT 
designation). Of particular note is the very high proportion of local authority owned stock on 
the HAT estates compared with the rest of London, Tower Hamlets and Bow.

Tables . and . illustrate the proportion of housing stock equipped with named amenities 
and the number of persons per room locally in  (i.e. two years prior to HAT designation). 
Of particular note is the high level of amenities within the HAT estate stock. It is also notable 
that residents of the HAT estates were signifi cantly more generously accommodated than 
residents of the Borough as a whole.  is is consistent with the high number of fl ats built to 
Parker Morris standards.²  ese observations contrast with some of the older housing stock in 
London, Tower Hamlets and Bow generally.

4.2 Economic developments

 e estates were, at the time of HAT designation, interspersed with a number of industrial 
sites, including some involved in the manufacture of furniture, laminated timber, rubber 
and plastics.  ese were all considered to inhibit an attractive residential environment and 
relocation was recommended.

Table . illustrates the structure of the labour market by sector locally and in London as a 
whole. It is notable that the HAT estates have a slightly higher proportion of their population 
working in manufacturing than London and Tower Hamlets. Conversely, the proportion of 
local people working in the service sector is signifi cantly lower than in the borough as a whole.

Table . illustrates the structure of the labour market by occupation locally and for Tower 
Hamlets and London. Of particular note is the relatively high proportion of local workers in 
the ‘personal and protective services’ and ‘plant machine operative’ categories plus the extremely 
low proportion of professional and managerial workers living on the estates.

4.3 Demographic and socio-cultural developments

Table . illustrates the changing demographic structure of the population of London, Tower 
Hamlets and Bow neighbourhood³ in  and . Of particular note is the generalised trend 
for growth in the  to  year age cohort.

  e Parker Morris standard allows  m² for the fi rst occupant, and an average of  m² for each additional 
person.  e Bedroom Standard assumes a separate bedroom for a co-habiting couple, anyone over , and gender-
segregation when there are children over ten years, with a maximum of two persons per bedroom.

 It has not been possible to provide estate level fi gures for  due to changes in the Enumeration District 
boundaries between the  and  Censuses.
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Table . illustrates further changes in the demographic structure of the population of 
London, Tower Hamlets and Bow in  and . Of particular note is the generalised trend 
for growth in the number of one-person households.

Table . illustrates the ethnic composition of the local population in  (i.e. per HAT 
designation). Of particular note is the very low proportion of Bangladeshi residents in the 
Bow neighbourhood generally and the HAT estates, in particular, compared to the rest of the 
borough.

4.4 Conclusions

 e Bow HAT estates have been fortunate to fi nd themselves in receipt of a uniquely well-
fi nanced regeneration programme.  is applied only to six estates in the whole of England. 
 is will result in the complete physical regeneration of the area. At the time of designation, 
the estates were characterised by very high levels of fl atted and local authority owned 
accommodation. At the time of writing, data from the  Census was not available at small 

Table . – Ethnicity in London, Tower Hamlets and Bow,  (percentages)

London Tower Hamlets Bow Bow HAT Estates

White 79.8 64.4 82.4 79.8
Black Caribbean 4.4 3.6 5.3 7.8
Black African 2.4 2.4 2.0 2.4
Black other 1.2 1.1 1.2 2.0
Indian 5.2 1.0 1.3 0.3
Pakistani 1.3 0.7 0.3 0.3
Bangladeshi 1.3 22.9 4.8 3.9
Chinese 0.8 1.1 0.6 0.7
Asian other 1.7 1.1 0.7 0.8
Other 1.8 1.5 1.5 2.1
Total (base) 6,679,699 161,064 18,687 3,305

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Household composition in London, Tower Hamlets and Bow, - (percentages)

London 1981 London 1991 Tower 
Hamlets 1981

Tower 
Hamlets 1991

Bow 1981 Bow 1991

1 person 26.0 31.7 28.9 35.2 26.2 34.5
2 person 32.0 31.5 31.1 28.7 31.3 3.5
3 person 16.1 15.1 16.2 13.1 17.7 15.1
4 person 15.2 13.0 12.1 9.7 14.2 11.3
5 person 6.7 5.2 6.2 5.0 6.4 5.0
6 person 2.6 1.9 3.2 3.1 2.7 1.6
7 persons or more 1.4 0.9 2.3 4.2 1.5 1.4
Total 2,507,656 2,783,683 53,116 63,491 6,991 7,954

Source: Census of Population, 1981, 1991
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area level.  is would, undoubtedly, indicate a far higher proportion of houses and housing 
association stock as the development programme takes shape.

Two further observations about the Bow estates are noteworthy at this point. First, the 
Bow estates are characterised by very low proportions of black and minority ethnic residents 
compared with Tower Hamlets and Inner London generally. Second, the age structure of the 
population of Bow is characterised by a slightly lower proportion of children and young adults 
compared with Tower Hamlets and/or London plus a slightly higher proportion of residents 
over the age of  years.
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5 Bow HAT, Tower Hamlets in London: 
problems and perspectives

5.1 Housing and design

 e designation of Bow HAT was essentially driven by the condition of the housing stock 
in the early s.  e stock was undoubtedly the worst in Bow. Other local estates, e.g. St. 
Stephen’s, Malmesbury, were of more recent construction and, therefore, in better physical 
condition. However, opinions diff er in respect of the position of the HAT estates within 
the hierarchy of housing needs within Tower Hamlets. In fact, the Borough had previously 
considered designation of a HAT in Stepney. Tenants there, who perceived the move as a 
potential ‘privatisation’ of council housing, rejected this in a ballot. Bow HAT was designated 
after amendments to the Housing Act , in particular the guarantee of a choice to return to 
council tenancies after the HAT’s exit.

At the time of HAT designation, the estates suff ered from classic symptoms of obsolescence 
and decline: inadequate insulation, poor windows and fi ttings, leaks, inadequate lifts, poor 
bathroom facilities, inadequate drainage, poor rubbish disposal facilities, condensation, and, 
cockroach infestation.  e estates had not been signifi cantly improved since construction and 
had been the subject of failed Estate Action bids.

In design terms, the interior of the fl ats were not considered problematic.  e key design 
issues problems related to the exterior of the blocks. In particular, the long corridors inherent 
to the deck access design of some blocks made convenient escape routes for muggers, burglars, 
etc.

 e housing stock had been neglected prior to the designation of the HAT.  ere was a 
realisation among residents that the Council did not have the resources to improve the housing 
stock itself.  ere were also problems with the housing management.  ere were signifi cant 
numbers of complaints about, for example, cleaning and maintenance.
Opinions diff ered with respect to which estate could be considered the ‘worst’.  is may be 

a product of the pride invested by resident respondents in their estate and their desire to 
confer ownership of all the problems onto their neighbours. Observations included:

•  e Monteith Estate had the fi rst tower blocks in Bow.  e estate housed mainly an old 
population that had moved in when the estate was newly built.

•  e Lefevre Estate had a reputation for being estate of last resort, i.e. the estate to which 
you did not want to be allocated.  e estate had a mix of ages among its tenants and was not 
in such a poor state of disrepair as Tredegar. However, it had some design issues, especially 
unsafe balconies and stairwells.
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• Many of the properties on the Tredegar Estate were of a ‘deck access’ design. Properties had 
front and back gardens if on the ground fl oor. Upstairs units had kitchens and bathrooms 
with no windows.  e lifts did not normally work meaning that elderly residents had to 
climb the stairs. Bin rooms were located next to the end of block fl ats, which made these 
unpleasant to live in, especially during the summer.  e whole estate was grey and concrete. 
According to one resident, ‘the rain water would fl ow like tears down the concrete’.  e 
physical condition of the stock made them appropriate for demolition at the time of HAT 
designation. Tredegar had a very bad reputation for anti-social behaviour. It had bigger 
properties and a younger population.

 e HAT’s most recent quality of life survey (Tower Hamlets HAT, ) indicates a high 
degree of satisfaction with the newly built housing stock:  per cent of respondents were 
satisfi ed with the number of rooms;  per cent were satisfi ed with the size of rooms;  per 
cent were satisfi ed with the resident’s choice process; and,  per cent were satisfi ed by the 
quality of the workmanship.

5.2 Labour market, well-being and access to services

 ere are no signifi cant employers within the Bow area.  ere is general a perception that 
much of Tower Hamlets, excluding Docklands, has become a dormitory settlement.  e 
manufacturing employment base of the Lea Valley has declined dramatically and many smaller 
workshops have been converted into fl ats.

In addition, physical and social mobility is low. Some people have never been to the centre 
of London only two kilometres away.  is is particularly the case for older residents and 
minority communities.  e problem is not necessarily one of physical access to external job 
opportunities but that local people are very parochial and do not to want to travel to work 
outside the area.  ere is also a signifi cant concentration of older male residents, formerly 
employed in manufacturing, permanently on sickness benefi ts.  ere is, thus, a general 
lack of migration for jobs. It is, generally speaking, younger residents that travel out of the 
neighbourhood to work. Most of these are employed in low pay, low status occupations in 
Docklands, the City and West End.

In terms of infrastructure the estates are, in theory, well connected. However, in terms of public 
transport access, there are a number of problems:

•  e Number  bus goes to Victoria and the Number  to Oxford Street. However, the 
condition of the buses is described as ‘appalling’ and the drivers as ‘aggressive’.

•  e nearest Tube Stations to the estates are Bow Road and Mile End.  e Docklands Light 
Railway (DLR) is also within walking distance.

•  e key issue for local residents is that there are many crime ‘hot spots’ which mean long 
detours to the nearest station of bus stop.  is means that public transport interchanges are 
not as accessible as their geographical distribution might imply.

• Travel by private car is diffi  cult, as there is very limited provision for car parking locally.
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Many local people work in low skilled occupations: childminders, cleaners, school assistants, 
and dinner ladies. A particular local problem group is woman returners.  at is, women re-
entering the labour market in middle age after having raised a family.  ere is also a problem 
related to the benefi ts trap, especially due to the Working Families Tax Credit (see London 
section above).

Many residents travel out of the area for their shopping needs. Local shopping facilities 
satisfy only the most basic of shopping needs.  ere is a small Safeway supermarket in Bow. 
For most consumer durables, residents are required to travel outside the neighbourhood, for 
example to the Isle of Dogs, the West End or even outside London (Lakeside).  e Roman 
Road area has a market but is, generally, characterised by advanced physical decline.

 e estates were, at the time of designation, equipped with basic community infrastructure 
(playgroups, nurseries, youth clubs, and community centres). However, these amenities were 
considered inadequate.  e only estate with a community facility at present is Tredegar. In 
general, however, there is a lack of community facilities in Bow, so these are a priority for the 
HAT. In particular, there is a paucity of facilities for teenagers and young adults.  ere is a 
local youth club which is not especially well attended by older teenagers who perceive it as part 
of the ‘establishment’.  e new local Internet cafe,  e Ideas Store, is very popular with young 
people but security is very strict and the facility is not always accessible. Many local youths 
travel in large groups by bus to Bethnal Green for its music clubs.

In general, there appears to be a high level of satisfaction on the part of local people in 
terms of the neighbourhood and its amenities.  e HAT quality of life survey (Tower Hamlets 
HAT, ) indicated that:  per cent of respondents thought Bow was a good place to live; 
 per cent would recommend living here to a friend;  per cent thought Bow was good as it 
was close to shops and markets;  per cent thought it was close to public transport;  per cent 
thought it was close to family and friends;  per cent thought it was close to parks and open 
spaces; and,  per cent thought it was good because it was close to other neighbours. In terms 
of amenities:  per cent thought there was enough open space;  per cent thought there was 
enough space to holding meetings and community activities;  per cent thought local sports 
provision was adequate; and,  per cent thought there were enough facilities for elderly people 
in the area.

5.3 Multi-cultural developments and demographic changes

 e Bow HAT estates are inhabited predominantly by white working class residents.  is 
is a product of past housing allocation policies. Tower Hamlets was a predominantly white 
borough until the s, since when there has been a signifi cant infl ux of, in particular, 
Bangladeshi communities. Prior to the mainstreaming of equalities issues within housing 
allocation policies, white families – the ‘aristocracy of the working class’ – tended to be 
allocated to the most modern housing. In the context of Tower Hamlets, most of this housing 
is found in the east of the borough, especially Bow. Black and minority ethnic households have 
found themselves concentrated in older, former London County Council and Greater London 
Council stock, in the E postcode area in the west of the Tower Hamlets. Bow has a larger 
than average Afro-Caribbean community.  is is a product of this group settling in the private 
rented sector concentrated in older terraced housing in the area during the s and s.
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 e designation of the HAT essentially ‘ring-fenced’ the estates.  ere were no new allocations 
to the area following designation.  is means that the demography of the estate has been 
‘frozen’ during the past decade in contrast to the remainder of Bow and Tower Hamlets. 
 e HAT community has not changed very much since designation.  e communities on 
the estates are very similar to those that existed before.  e position of the HAT outside the 
Common Housing Register means that the past decade has seen considerable physical renewal 
but very little social renewal.

A proportion of the housing stock was kept empty prior to HAT destination to provide land 
for demolition and new build so that tenants would only need to be moved once (i.e. directly 
into their new homes).  ere has been no ‘decanting’ typical of large-scale clearance schemes 
in England.

 ere were a small number of leaseholders that had exercised their right to buy prior 
to HAT designation.  e HAT off ered to buy back the properties at market prices and 
leaseholders were off ered a tenancy. Alternatively if they could realise the equity in their homes 
and move, this was acceptable. Tenants were also off ered fi nancial incentives to move, if they so 
desired. Take up of Right-to-Buy within the new build stock has been quite low as discounts 
are not generous and property prices elsewhere limit mobility.

 e HAT has operated a generous allocation policy towards ‘hidden households’ within its 
existing tenant base. It has tried to re-house as many hidden households as possible.  ere 
was, previously, very little housing available for tenants’ children.  e HAT has sought to keep 
families and communities together, and has seen re-housing hidden households was one way 
of keeping young blood in the area.  is is a contentious issue in the context of the acute levels 
of housing need that exist in Tower Hamlets. However, these new tenancies are a very small 
proportion of overall lettings.  ere has been a small number of Assured Short Hold Tenancies 
(ASHT), often for key workers, in stock earmarked for demolition.  ese will lapse when the 
blocks are demolished.  e majority of new lettings in the past decade have been the result of 
direct applications to Old Ford for ASHTs and not from hidden households.

In general terms, however, the HAT estates are, unique in their local context for their very 
low turnover. As one housing offi  cial commented ‘the only time Old Ford residents leave properties 
is when they die or are evicted’. All residents of old stock are waiting for a new home and know 
when and where this will be provided. HAT residents have been consulted intensively about 
the detailed design and specifi cation of their new homes. One tenant described her home as 
‘practically built for me‘practically built for me‘ ’.  ere is, therefore, little incentive for existing residents to move.  e 
small level of turnover that has existed has been internal to the HAT estates as residents were 
off ered a choice of where they would like to live within the area.  is is all in stark contrast to 
events outside the HAT estates. Bow has seen rapid social change with gentrifi cation in the 
private sector and increased proportions of minority groups, especially Bengali community, 
within the social housing sector.

 is situation will end at the end of the HAT programme () when Old Ford will join 
the Common Housing Register and receive nominations from the local authority.  e London 
Borough of Tower Hamlets now operate a choice based lettings system

 e HAT is providing new housing built to a higher standard than can be achieved through 
Housing Corporation grants elsewhere. It has been argued that this may be a consequence 
of the design of the HAT initiative. It was one of the fi rst regeneration programmes to place 
tenants in a lead role. It is not surprising, therefore, that they have prioritised their immediate 
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housing needs. By far the largest proportion of new build properties and three bedroom 
properties.  e largest has nine bedrooms and there are a number of four to six bed properties. 
 e HAT’s allocation property is more generous than elsewhere locally. All adults of  years 
and above are entitled to a double bedroom. HAT tenants are, therefore, perhaps privileged 
in a Borough, which suff ers from the highest levels of over-crowding within the United 
Kingdom; a product of the brough re-orienting its housing stock around the needs of smaller 
white households prior to the period of immigration.

 e demolition of tower blocks and their replacement with traditional housing has 
presented a challenge to the lifestyle of residents.  is has entailed a loss of privacy and a far 
greater degree of social interaction. Former residents of towers now have people walking past 
or children playing outside their window. Many residents miss the privacy aff orded to them 
by their former housing circumstances. Enforced inter-action with neighbours has not been 
positive in all circumstances.

5.4 Social exclusion, social inclusion and social cohesion

 e HAT is required to leave a wider legacy of tackling social exclusion.  e community 
development programme of the HAT includes capacity building, health awareness, training 
and employment.

 e East End of London has a well-developed community and voluntary sector 
infrastructure, particularly that related to the relief of poverty. Much of this is partly a product 
of the philanthropy of the Victorian age and is concentrated, in particular, in the west of Tower 
Hamlets.  ere is a general paucity of faith, community and voluntary sector organisations in 
Bow. Much of the community activity within the HAT estates has been housing-oriented. 
 is is, perhaps, not surprising as poor housing has been the driver for the regeneration of the 
estates and local organisations, e.g. tenants’ associations have prioritised this single issue.  e 
three estates have a joint tenants association called TML, which meets once a quarter. TML 
has reduced its general level of activity, perhaps because its immediate housing needs are in the 
process of being satisfi ed.  ere is a problem with integration on the estates. It is diffi  cult to 
secure the participation of some minority ethnic groups (e.g. within TML).  is is especially 
true of the small Asian communities on the estates.  ere are some new community based 
organisations, Heart of Bow-Healthy Living Centre that is seeking to encourage wider local 
involvement.

 ere is generally considered to exist a high level of entrepreneurial expertise within the 
East End. However, it is diffi  cult to retain this within the immediate vicinity.  e process of 
social betterment almost invariably means successful residents leave the neighbourhood, often 
moving further out of London to Essex and the northeastern suburbs. It is diffi  cult to retain 
success within the parameters of East London. As a result, it has been suggested that the 
employability of Bow residents has actually declined since HAT designation.

Tower Hamlets has high concentrations of chronic long-term illness, single parents, mental 
and physical health problems among its residents.  e most important local health issues are: 
teenage mums, drug addiction, asthma.  ere are many local people permanently on sickness 
disability benefi ts.
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Educational attainment levels locally are low.  ere is a lack of choice of good schools locally 
and many parents place their children on waiting lists for schools in nearby Bethnal Green. 
 e local boys’ school (Bow School) is particularly problematic. In the recent past, there 
has been racial tension at the school and high levels of truancy. Bow School has improved 
signifi cantly.  e school runs community style projects and DJ training and arts projects.  e 
school comes very low on government statistics and special measures.  e local girls’ school, 
Central Foundation, is considered to be less problematic.

 e problems of crime are probably not as severe as people fear.  e perception is worse 
than the reality. Drug related crime is a big issue, as is vehicle-related crime.  ere has been a 
 per cent increase in police across the borough.

Ward level data indicates that robbery (mugging) is a signifi cant problem in the Bow area. 
 e national average robbery rate is . off ences per , population per annum. In Bow the 
fi gures vary between . per , (Bow Ward) and . per , (Park Ward).

Many residents feel very safe in their homes and in areas with which they are familiar (i.e. 
their estate). However, there are places where residents do not feel safe at night, e.g. Mile End 
and Bow Road Tube Station and ‘Tom  umb’s Arch’ and, of course, the other estates.

Some respondents suggested that there exists, within the East End, a very materialist culture 
of ‘public show’. Local people spend a high proportion of their disposal income on their 
appearance. A consequence of this is the very high proportion of hairdressers on Roman Road 
(paradoxically adjacent to large numbers of charity shops) and that this culture contributes to 
the vicious circle of crime (e.g. teenagers are mugged for their expensive footwear).

 e East End of London has a long-standing association with gangs and organised crime 
within the white working class community.  e incidence of gang culture and associated crime 
has been increasing and now has an ethnic dimension. Local black youths are organised into 
gangs ( e ‘Bow Boys’ or ‘Roman Boys’) and have a keenly developed territorial rivalry with 
gangs from neighbouring Hackney.  ere is also an increasing gang culture within the younger 
elements of the Bangladeshi community.

 e Police are actively involved in the community.  ere is a well-attended Police Forum. 
 e police off er workshops to local youth on the implications of carrying knives, guns, etc. 
A new priority for the area is the installation of CCTV, rather than an increase in the police 
presence locally.

5.5 Conclusions

In terms of meeting housing need, it can be argued that the residents of the Bow HAT 
estates have led a privileged existence during the past decade. In chapter four, the generous 
housing renewal capital budget of the HAT programme nationally was noted. Residents are 
benefi ting from the construction of new homes built (within limits) to their own specifi cation. 
In addition, HAT designation essentially ‘ring fenced’ the estates and excluded the possibility 
of more diffi  cult tenants being housed locally and permitted a generous policy of housing local 
hidden households, including the children of existing tenants.  e HAT’s resources have also 
permitted it to provide new housing to a high standard in terms of space and specifi cation.

A key threshold will be reached in  when the HAT ceases to exist and the estates 
are re-absorbed back into the Tower Hamlets housing market.  is will create signifi cant 
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challenges in terms of an infl ux of new residents who may diff er from the existing population 
in respect of age, race, socio-economic circumstances and lifestyle.

In terms of non-housing issues, the Bow HAT estates face the same social and economic 
challenges of most disadvantaged inner-urban communities.  e area is characterised by high 
levels of unemployment, crime, poor educational attainment, health problems (not least under-
age pregnancies) and under-developed social capital.

 e estates are located in a residential district that comprises other social housing estates 
managed by the London Borough of Tower Hamlets plus extremely expensive gentrifi ed 
private housing areas.  e level of employment opportunities and amenities accessible locally 
is poor. Residents have to travel out of the area to work and to meet their basic needs. Bow is 
located in a jobs rich sub-region due to its proximity to Docklands, the City and West End 
plus the Newham ‘Arc of Opportunity’ to the east. However, like other neighbourhoods in 
east London, infrastructure acts as a constraint.  e area is largely isolated from the rest of the 
urban fabric by major roads and canals. Transport links are, in theory, good but their daily use 
is infl uenced by fears about safety and accessibility.
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6 Poplar HARCA, Tower Hamlets in 
London: general description

Poplar is a neighbourhood located in the east of Tower Hamlets, Inner East London, about a 
mile square with (prior to the transfer of local authority estates to the HARCA) , local 
authority homes. Poplar is immediately adjacent to Canary Wharf, the London Docklands 
development area and the Millennium Dome.  e fi nancial centre of the City of London is 
less than two kilometres away (fi gure .).

Poplar HARCA (Housing and Regeneration Community Association) is a Registered 
Social Landlord (RSL) to which seven estates, formerly belonging to the London Borough 
of Tower Hamlets, were transferred between  and  (following a series of tenant 
ballots).  e housing stock comprises mostly fl atted accommodation of between three- and 
eight-storeys.  e physical regeneration programme (now complete) involved the demolition 
of some  per cent of the stock and the refurbishment of the remainder using  million of 
Estate Renewal Challenge Fund resources plus  million of private fi nance.  is programme 
involved internal and external improvement to the housing stock: new kitchens and bathrooms, 
up-graded central heating, new doors, double glazing and lifts plus repainting and cleaning of 
external surfaces. New homes are to replace the worst stock on the Aberfeldy Estate.

 e HARCA area is bounded by several major physical barriers: the A Bow Road (north); 
the A Blackwall Tunnel Approach Road (east); the A East India Docks Road (south); 
and, the A Burdett Road.  e Limehouse Cut Canal and several railway lines also dissect 
the area.  e area is characterised by its diverse land use. It consists of modern light industrial 
premises interspersed by signifi cant numbers of social housing estates, including many still 
managed by the London Borough of Tower Hamlets and RSLs other than Poplar HARCA. 
 e area we refer to as ‘Poplar’ in this report (i.e. that area in which the HARCA estates are 
located) is not necessarily that which local people consider to be ‘Poplar’.  e administrative 
area throughout which the HARCA’s stock is distributed covers a wide area incorporating 
areas of Bow and Mile End. In the popular imagination of residents, ‘Poplar’ is the area located 
south of the Limehouse Cut and north of the Isle of Dogs.  is includes the southern half 
of the HARCA area plus three adjacent estates in the former Blackwall Ward that are not 
formally part of the HARCA neighbourhoods.  e main centre of gravity in the area is Chrisp 
Street Market, on the southern boundary of the HARCA area and location of the HARCA 
headquarters. However, this is largely inaccessible from some of the more peripheral estates 
(Aberfeldy, Teviot).  e residents of the HARCA estates do not necessarily regard themselves 
as member of the same community.
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6.1 Physical structure

 e Poplar housing stock consists , units.  ese comprise , social housing units (of 
which , are fl ats) plus  leasehold dwelling under the management of Poplar HARCA.

 e basic physical characteristics of the estates at the time of HARCA designation may be 
described as follows:

• Aberfeldy comprises mainly three storey fl ats plus some new houses.  e estate suff ers from 
extreme physical isolation and is tightly bounded by major trunk roads plus the River Lea.

• Bow Bridge and Coventry Cross comprise four and fi ve storey fl ats built during the inter-
war period.  e estates have a large minority ethnic population.

• Burdett comprises mostly fl ats with some maisonettes and houses. It has a large Bangladeshi 
population.

• Lansbury comprises four and eight storey fl ats and maisonettes. One quarter of the residents 
are pensioners. Part of the estate was built for the  Festival of Britain. It has been 
described as one of the most popular and successful post-war housing schemes in London. 
Lansbury West Estate is managed by a Tenant Management Organisation.

• Lincoln comprises fl ats, and cottages.  e resident population is the most diverse of the 
HARCA estates.  e estate is built on a former bombsite.

• Teviot comprises three storey fl ats and maisonettes. It has a multi-ethnic population.  e 
estate is very isolated and is cut off  from the rest of Poplar by major railway lines.

Table . – Housing tenure in London, Tower Hamlets and Poplar,  (percentages)

London Tower Hamlets Poplar HARCA Estates

Owner occupied 58.1 23.3 20.1 17.6
Private rented 11.0 6.7 2.7 2.0
Housing 
association

5.6 9.3 6.7 6.0

Local authority 23.6 58.5 68.6 72.4
Other 1.6 2.2 1.9 1.9
Total (base) 2,709,634 62,648 13,277 6,023

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Housing types in London, Tower Hamlets and Poplar*,  (percentages)

London Tower Hamlets Poplar HARCA Estates

House 52.0 15.0 10.1 8.0
Flat (purpose 
built)

33.0 81.3 87.0 90.1

Flat (conversion) 12.2 3.2 2.4 0.8
Not self contained 2.7 0.4 0.3 0.0
Not permanent 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.2
Total (base) 2,763,166 62,882 13,308 6,035

Source: Census of Population, 1991

* For the purposes of this report, Poplar neighbourhood is deemed to comprise the following wards: Bromley, East India, 

Lansbury, Limehouse.
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 e estates were built over a long period of time; during the s (London County Council), 
s (Poplar Metropolitan Council), s (Greater London Council). All the housing stock 
was owned and managed by the London Borough of Tower Hamlets immediately prior to 
transfer.

Table . illustrates the diff erent types of dwelling in the area in  (i.e. prior to HARCA 
designation). Of particular note is the high proportion of purpose built fl ats on the HARCA 
estates compared to London as a whole.  is is even more marked than was the case with 
Bow HAT. Poplar neighbourhood is also notable for its high level of fl atted accommodation 
(compared, for example, with Bow).

Table . illustrates the pattern of housing tenure locally in  (i.e. prior to HARCA 
designation). Of particular note is the very high proportion of local authority owned stock 
on the HARCA estates compared to the rest of London and Tower Hamlets. However, the 
housing stock is less monolithic in tenure than the Bow HAT estates.

Tables . and . illustrate the proportion of housing stock equipped with named amenities 
plus the number of persons per room locally in  (i.e. prior to HARCA designation). Of 
particular note is the high level of amenities within the HARCA estate stock.  is contrasts 
with some of the older housing stock in London and Tower Hamlets more generally. 
However, it is notable that residents of the HARCA estates experience similarly crowded 
accommodation as residents of the Borough as a whole.  e Parker Morris standards to which 
the stock was built were conceived at a time prior to mass immigration and the development 
of the extended family structure.

Table . – Housing amenities in London, Tower Hamlets and Poplar,  (percentages)

London Tower Hamlets Poplar HARCA Estates

Exclusive use of WC/bath 97.6 98.8 99.2 99.0
Full central heating 72.0 73.5 71.1 81.4
Part central heating 9.2 12.3 9.9 6.8
No central heating 2.4 1.2 1.0 0.8
Total (base) 2,763,166 62,882 13,303 6,040

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Residential density in London, Tower Hamlets and Poplar,  (percentages)

London Tower Hamlets Poplar HARCA Estates

1.5 persons or more per room 1.4 4.7 3.5 4.1
1 to 1.5 persons per room 2.7 6.3 5.7 6.4
0.5 to 1 person per room 36.1 34.9 36.5 38.1
Less than 0.5 persons per room 59.8 54.0 54.3 51.4
Total (base) 2,763,166 62,882 13,303 6,180

Source: Census of Population, 1991
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Table . – Employment by sector in London, Tower Hamlets and Poplar,  ( sample) 
(percentages)

London 1991 Tower Hamlets 
1991

Poplar 1991 HARCA Estates

Agriculture, fi shery, forestry 0.2 0.1 0 0
Energy, water 1.1 1.1 1.6 1.5
Mining 1.0 0.5 0.3 0.2
Manufacturing 10.6 11.8 12.9 13.9
Construction 6.5 6.1 8.2 7.7
Distribution, catering, transport 19.1 18.0 25.2 26.6
Services 50.7 62.0 49.4 47.8
Not stated 1.4 1.8 2.4 2.2
Total (base) 3,319,134 4753 968 402

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Employment by occupation in London, Tower Hamlets and Poplar,  ( sample) 
(percentages)

London 1991 Tower Hamlets 
1991

Poplar 1991 HARCA Estates 
1991

Management, administration 17.6 11.5 8.6 6.9
Professional occupations 10.3 8.7 6.5 6.0
Associated professional, 

technical occupations
11.7 11.4 10.0 10.7

Clerical, secretarial 20.1 18.3 19.0 18.9
Craft related occupations 10.8 12.4 13.1 11.9
Personal and protective services 8.7 11.2 12.2 13.9
Sales 5.9 4.4 3.7 2.7
Plant machine operatives 6.3 7.3 9.3 10.7
Other 7.2 12.6 15.0 15.6
Not stated 1.4 2.1 2.6 2.5
Total (base) 282,644 4,753 968 402

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table .– Demographic structure of London, Tower Hamlets and Poplar, - (percentages)

London 1981 London 1991 Tower 
Hamlets 1981

Tower 
Hamlets 1991

Poplar 1981 Poplar 1991

0-15 yrs 19.9 19.5 20.8 25.5 20.5 25.4
16-24 yrs 15.1 13.4 17.1 13.9 18.1 13.2
25-44 yrs 27.3 32.6 23.2 29.3 23.4 28.9
45-59 yrs 17.3 15.5 18.6 13.4 18.4 13.7
60-75 yrs 14.6 12.4 14.6 12.4 14.5 13.5
75 yrs + 5.8 6.6 5.5 5.4 5.1 5.3
Total (base) 6,608,598 6,679,699 139,996 161,064 30,776 33,358

Source: Census of Population, 1981, 1991
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6.2 Economic developments

Table . illustrates the structure of the labour market by sector locally and for the borough 
and London as a whole. Of particular note is the high proportion of local people working 
in distribution, catering and transport and the slightly above average proportion of local 
manufacturing employees.

Table . illustrates the structure of the labour market by occupation locally and for Tower 
Hamlets and London generally.  e key diff erence between Poplar and London is the low 
proportion of managerial and professional workers living locally.

6.3 Demographic and socio-cultural developments

Table . illustrates the changing demographic structure of the population of London, Tower 
Hamlets and Poplar⁴Hamlets and Poplar⁴Hamlets and Poplar  in  and . Of particular note is the generalised trend for growth in 
the  to  year age cohort.

Table . illustrates further changes in the demographic structure of the population of London, 
Tower Hamlets and Poplar in  and . Of particular note is the generalised trend for 
growth in the number of one-person households.

Table . illustrates the ethnic composition of the local population in  (i.e. per HARCA 
designation). Of particular note is the very low proportion of Bangladeshi residents in the 
Poplar neighbourhood generally and the HARCA estates, in particular, compared to the rest 
of the borough. However, the proportion of BME residents, particularly Bangladeshi, is far 
higher than in Bow.

Table . – Household composition in London, Tower Hamlets and Poplar, - (percentages)

London 1981 London 1991 Tower 
Hamlets 1981

Tower 
Hamlets 1991

Poplar 1981 Poplar 1991

0 person n.a. 0.7 n.a. 0.9 n.a. 0.4
1 person 26.0 31.7 28.9 35.2 27.2 34.9
2 person 32.0 31.5 31.1 28.7 32.1 28.4
3 person 16.1 15.1 16.2 13.1 17.0 14.7
4 person 15.2 13.0 12.1 9.7 12.6 10.5
5 person 6.7 5.2 6.2 5.0 6.5 5.1
6 person 2.6 1.9 3.2 3.1 2.8 2.9
7 persons or more 1.4 0.9 2.3 4.2 1.8 3.1
Total 2,507,656 2,783,683 53,116 63,491 6,991 7,954

Source: Census of Population, 1981, 1991

 It has not been possible to provide estate level fi gures for  due to changes in the Enumeration District 
boundaries between the  and  Censuses.
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6.4 Conclusions

 e regeneration programme in Poplar has been less well funded than in, for example, 
Bow. However, the estates have still been fortunate to be in receipt of a signifi cant renewal 
programme.  e entire housing stock has been refurbished during the past fi ve years or so and 
is now classifi ed as being of a statutorily ‘decent’ standard.  e fact that the lifetime of the 
housing stock has been extended without recourse to demolition and re-building suggests that 
physical housing problems were not acute in Poplar at the time of designation.  e limited 
level of demolition also suggests that the very high level of fl atted accommodation locally 
indicated by the  Census will continue to prevail.  e key change will be in terms of the 
ownership since the transfer from the local authority (London Borough of Tower Hamlets) to 
a housing association (Poplar HARCA).

Two further observations about the Poplar estates are noteworthy at this point. First, the 
estates are characterised by high levels of black and ethnic minority residents, especially 
Bangladeshis.  ese proportions are not quite as high as for Tower Hamlets as a whole but 
are signifi cantly above the London average. Second, the age structure of the Poplar estates is 
notable for the high proportion of children compared with London as a whole.

Table . – Ethnicity in London, Tower Hamlets and Poplar,  (percentages)

London Tower Hamlets Poplar HARCA Estates

White 79.8 64.4 69.3 67.7
Black Caribbean 4.4 3.6 5.9 5.7
Black African 2.4 2.4 3.5 4.1
Black other 1.2 1.1 1.6 1.5
Indian 5.2 1.0 1.0 0.9
Pakistani 1.3 0.7 0.4 0.4
Bangladeshi 1.3 22.9 13.6 16.9
Chinese 0.8 1.1 1.5 1.5
Asian other 1.7 1.1 1.4 1.7
Other 1.8 1.5 1.7 1.7
Total (base) 6,679,699 161,064 33,372 15,681

Source: Census of Population, 1991
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7 Poplar HARCA, Tower Hamlets in 
London: problems and perspectives

7.1 Housing and design

 e HARCA estates are very diverse in terms of their age of construction, predominant 
dwelling type, design and location.  erefore, residents experience a diversity of housing 
related problems.  e HARCA’s development programme was completed in  and all 
housing is categorised as being of a ‘decent’ standard.

 e key issue at the time of HARCA designation was the ‘manageability’ of the housing 
stock.  is was related to issues such as benefi t dependency and anti-social behaviour rather 
than demand or supply side issues related to the housing stock. Indeed, it has been suggested 
that the decision to designate the HARCA in those estates where it operates was related to 
maximising the number of housing units that could be improved using the Estate Renewal 
Challenge Fund grant. Some estates in the area with more profound structural problems 
(e.g. Leopold) were specifi cally excluded from the HARCA’s stock in the fi rst instance.  e 
HARCA’s development programme has been primarily refurbishment rather than demolition 
based.

 e key problem in some estates is accessibility.  is is a particular problem in Aberfeldy 
and Teviot, both of which are isolated from the rest of the area by major arterial road routes, 
railways and the River Lea.  is has proved a particular problem, for example, in terms of 
permitting access for emergency vehicles during the rush hour.

7.2 Labour market, well-being and access to services

As noted above, the Poplar area has a signifi cant employment base in its numerous light 
industrial estates.  ese sites provide employment opportunities for many white working 
class and black households. Some of these are local residents and others are commuters from 
Newham and Essex. It is considered that the local Bengali community have very limited access 
to these employment opportunities.

In , Poplar HARCA commissioned consultants mbA to conduct a household survey 
(mbA, ).  e survey indicated that respondents’ job search horizons were very parochial. 
Some  per cent of respondents reported that they would look for work within Tower 
Hamlets, . per cent in the city and . per cent in the West End. Signifi cantly, only . 
per cent of unemployed respondents said that they were actively seeking work and a mere . 
per cent was interested in receiving assistance to fi nd a job. Many local people are considered 
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to have a ‘completely unrealistic’ view of where they can fi nd work.  is parochialism is, to 
a signifi cant extent, infl uenced by the physical form of Poplar with its numerous physical 
boundaries, roads, canals, railways, that reinforce the very local view of the world possessed by 
many residents.  e abundance of infrastructure in the Poplar area is considered to exert and 
constraining rather than enabling infl uence on the lives of residents.

 e local skills base is very limited.  e mbA survey reported that . per cent of 
respondents had passed no academic examinations within the United Kingdom and . per 
cent had no technical or professional qualifi cations from a United Kingdom source.

 e availability of shops in Poplar is very limited.  e main shopping centre is focused 
around Chrisp Street Market on the southern boundary of the HARCA area.  is is described 
as a thriving but low grade shopping area.  is is inaccessible for many residents living in the 
northern half of the area. None of the HARCA estate possesses adequate shopping facilities. 
 ere are no local supermarkets as the profi t margins available locally are not suffi  cient to 
make such enterprises viable. Poplar HARCA runs food co-ops on a number of the estates. 
For consumer durables, the more mobile residents are obliged to travel further afi eld, even as 
far as Lakeside Shopping Centre in  urrock, Essex.

In general terms, however, there seems to be a high level of satisfaction with Poplar as a place 
to live although this is closely correlated with the existence of family and other social networks. 
 e mbA survey () indicated that . per cent of respondents considered Poplar to be 
‘OK’, whereas . per cent ‘liked the neighbourhood a lot’. Only . per cent of respondents 
said that they wanted to move away.  e most popular aspects of the area were social and kin 
networks: ‘proximity to friends’ (. per cent); ‘proximity to family’ (. per cent); and, ‘the 
neighbourhood’s location’ (. per cent). However, only . per cent of respondents liked the 
‘community spirit’ of Poplar.  e most commonly cited problem was crime (. per cent).

7.3 Multi-cultural developments and demographic changes

 e Poplar area, due to its proximity to the Port of London, has traditionally been associated 
with immigrant communities. Historically, immigrant communities have included the 
Huguenots plus Irish, Chinese and Somali sailors. As noted above, Tower Hamlets, previously 
a traditional white working class area of London, has been populated by a large Bangladeshi 
community since the s.  is change happened most quickly in the west of the borough but 
has not extended to Poplar to a greater extent than Bow, as indicated above.

Table . – Poplar HARCA lettings  and  by applicant

Applicants 2001 
(number)

Applicants 2001 
(%)

Applicants 2002 
(number)

Applicants 2002 
(%)

Homeless 61 26.5 74 37.0
Waiting list 71 34.0 67 33.5
Transfer (within HARCA) 83 36.0 46 23.0
Transfer (within LBTH) 7 3.0 12 6.0
HOMES Mobility Scheme 1 0.5 1 0.5
Total 229 100 200 100

Source: Polar HARCA Annual Report 2003, 2002
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Unlike, Bow HAT, Poplar HARCA has remained part of the Tower Hamlets Common 
Housing Register.  is means it accepts nominations from the local authority Housing 
Department. Table . provides some information on lettings for the years ending March  
and .

In spite of its integration within the Tower Hamlets housing market, turnover, expressed as 
new lettings as a proportion of total stock has remained relatively low; less than  per cent 
in  and .  is is a function of the extreme levels of demand for housing in the area. 
Housing is in such short supply that once allocated to a dwelling, tenants are reluctant to leave. 
Nonetheless, Poplar is considered to be one of the less popular neighbourhoods within the 
borough. LBTH now operates a choice based lettings system. Given the choice between a 
location in the west of the borough with good arterial routes into central London and Poplar, 
potential tenants (and especially key workers) will tend to choose the latter.

 e Poplar area has been unique in east London for the ‘mono-lithicity’ of its housing stock. 
 ere has been very little private housing in the Poplar neighbourhood during the post war 
period.  is position has been changing since the opening of the Docklands Light Railway. 
 ere is now considerable pressure for new private housing developments at DLR stations in 
Poplar.

 e Poplar area has experienced high levels of ‘Right-to-Buy’ in the past. Approximately 
 per cent of local residents are leaseholders. Right-to-Buy has been signifi cantly reduced 
in recent years with the maximum level of discount on off er to tenants being reduced. 
Nevertheless, right to buy still represents a signifi cant bargain with (for example) three 
bedroom maisonettes available for ,, compared to , on the Isle of Dogs.

7.4 Social exclusion, social inclusion and social cohesion

 e well-developed social capital of east London was noted above. However, it was also noted 
that community infrastructure has been under-developed in the eastern neighbourhoods of 
Tower Hamlets. Poplar is no exception. At the time of HARCA designation, there were no 
pre-existing tenants’ associations.  e only community and voluntary sector organisations were 
philanthropic (Bromley by Bow Centre, Salvation Army, churches).  ere was no indigenous 
‘grass roots’ activity.

 e Poplar estates are characterised by high levels of benefi t dependency. In the mbA 
household survey, . per cent of respondents reported that someone within their household 
was in receipt of at least one form of benefi t, the most common of these were: Housing Benefi t 
(. per cent); Council Tax Benefi t (. per cent); and, Income Support (. per cent). Some 
. per cent of respondents report that they were in fi nancial ‘diffi  culty’ and . per cent of 
respondents report that they were ‘worse off ’ than a year before.

 e mbA household survey (mbA, ) reported that . per cent of residents had use of 
a telephone and . per cent had a washing machine. However,  per cent of respondents had 
use of none of the following: phone, washing machine, drying facilities, study space, cable or none of the following: phone, washing machine, drying facilities, study space, cable or none
satellite TV, a lift, a private garden or a balcony.

 e mbA survey reported that . per cent of respondents considered their housing 
conditions to contribute to poor health.  e survey (mbA, ) also suggested that housing 
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costs were a considerable contributor to problems of social exclusion. Some  per cent of 
respondents reported that housing costs were a signifi cant barrier to paying for leisure and 
cultural activities;  per cent considered that the cost of housing aff ected their ability to buy 
clothing themselves appropriately and  per cent said housing costs undermined their ability 
to feed themselves appropriately.

Health provision locally is very poor.  ere are a small number of general practitioners 
scattered around Poplar but these are often operating in very poor premises. Moreover, the 
majority are male doctors with no nursing support.  is makes attendance by Bengali women, 
for example, somewhat intimidating.  ere is a signifi cant paucity of primary health provision 
in the centre of the area. Most surgeries are located on the periphery of the neighbourhood 
(e.g. Chrisp Street Market) which often makes access for immobile groups diffi  cult.

 e mbA survey () indicated considerable anxiety among local residents over crime 
related issues. Some . per cent of respondents report that females within their household 
never went out alone after dark. A further . per cent said that there were parts of the 
neighbourhood that they specifi cally avoided.  e key local crime issues were considered to be 
drug taking (. per cent) and drug dealing (. per cent).

Ward level data indicates that burglary is a signifi cant problem in the Poplar area.  e 
national average burglary rate is . off ences per , population per annum. In Poplar the 
fi gures vary between . per , (Limehouse Ward) and . per , (East India Ward).

7.5 Conclusions

It can be argued that physical housing conditions and demand-side defi ciencies have not 
been fundamental problems in the Poplar estates.  e regeneration programme has been 
refurbishment rather than demolition oriented and has occurred at a very early stage in 
the HARCA’s lifetime.  e key challenge in Poplar has been manageability.  e area is 
characterised by profound social and economic problems characteristic of many inner-urban 
neighbourhoods.

Poplar is characterised by its diverse land use.  e area is divided between housing (of a 
uniformly monolithic social housing type) and light industrial uses.  e surrounding built 
environment is a greater constraint on social progress than in, for example, Bow.  e Poplar 
neighbourhood is bounded by major arterial roads, railways and canals that are only crossable 
by very poorly maintained and insecure tunnels and bridges. Physical isolation is a key issue, in 
particular on the Aberfeldy and Teviot Estates. Another key issue is the sheer size of the area. 
 ere is a lack of basic amenities (e.g. local shops) in the area.  ose that exist are concentrated 
in the south of the area and are inaccessible to many tenants.  e size of the area and its 
internal lack of permeability inhibit any sense of community identity except at the level of 
individual estates.

 e Poplar estates are part of the Tower Hamlets Common Register and subject to the same 
Choice Based Lettings regime. However, despite this, turnover has remained low, perhaps as a 
result of the high level of demand in the area.

In terms of non-housing issues, the Poplar HAT estates face the same social and economic 
challenges of most disadvantaged inner-urban communities.  e area is characterised by 
high levels of unemployment, crime, poor educational attainment, health problems (not least 
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under-age pregnancies) and under-developed social capital.  e low level of employment 
opportunities and amenities require that people travel outside of the area to satisfy their needs. 
It has already been noted that Poplar (and Bow) are located in a jobs rich sub-region. However, 
the built environment of Poplar acts as a psychological barrier, reinforcing residents parochial 
attitudes and limiting social, as well as physical mobility.
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8 Birmingham: a general overview

8.1 General description of the city

 e Optima and North Solihull estates lie within two separate administrative districts: 
Birmingham and Solihull. Birmingham is the second city in the United Kingdom with 
a population at April  of just under  million and is situated at the heart of England. 
Solihull lies immediately to the east with a population of just under ,. North Solihull’s 
population is approximately ,⁵ but the characteristics of the area are very diff erent from 
the remainder of Solihull, which is characterised as an affl  uent commuter belt. Birmingham 
City Council built the estates in the north of the Borough as spillover estates in the s. 
North Solihull is therefore contiguous with similar housing markets within east Birmingham 
and for this reason the city-level analysis we have therefore focused our analysis on 
Birmingham as this is more representative of the estates used in this case study.

Birmingham is the largest municipality with the most unifi ed system of urban governance of 
any British city. It is an industrial city and, in conjunction with the adjacent Black Country, is 
the home of major parts of the United Kingdom’s manufacturing and engineering industry. It 
is an industrial revolution city and as such is a city of immigration: initially from surrounding 
rural areas and later from further a fi eld in the United Kingdom and the Commonwealth.

8.1.1 Housing policy in Birmingham
By the end of the s council housing in Birmingham, as in other cities in Britain, was 
being considerably changed by the Right-to-Buy and by under-investment in the housing 
stock.  e long-term residualisation of the sector was also signifi cant. Council estates in the 
city and especially the least attractive mass housing estates were increasingly associated with 
a concentration of deprived households and those dependent on benefi t.  ey were severely 
aff ected by a lack of spending on maintenance and repair. Against this background the city 
sought to take advantage of any opportunities there were to access funds for the council 
housing stock.  e Estate Action Programme, for example, provided signifi cant tranches of 
public expenditure for investment in specifi c estates and other programmes were used where 
possible. In spite of this the rate of deterioration of the stock continued and the unevenness 
in condition between those parts of the stock which had received investment and those which 
had not became more apparent. Tenants were able to make use of legislation to take legal 
action against the local authority if it was not maintaining properties to an adequate standard. 

 Estimate based on  ward populations and  local authority population data.
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 is in itself presented problems for the local authority because it forced it into a crisis strategy 
to avoid compensation claims and this could cut across a planned maintenance and repair 
strategy.

 e city adopted a number of innovative joint venture schemes with the private sector to 
rebuild properties which were substandard and where there were defective building systems 
(for example, the demolition and rebuilding at Stockfi eld and Perry Common were carried 
out under joint venture schemes). However, for a city with a council housing stock of some 
, the rate of change and the pace of action were insuffi  cient. One theoretical option was 
for the city to adopt the policies of stock transfer that were favoured by central government. 
However, a labour-controlled local authority was disinclined towards this action which was 
seen as privatisation and, in addition, the level of disrepair in the housing stock presented a real 
barrier to such transfer.  e most problematic parts of the stock in eff ect had a negative value. 
 e amount of money that needed to be spent to bring them up to an acceptable standard 
was in excess of the tenanted market value (the value of the income stream associated with 
the rents on the properties). Consequently, the city would only have been able to transfer its 
most desirable housing stock and it would have been left with a smaller stock with a greater 
incidence of problems and still bearing the loan debt associated with the whole stock.

 e fi rst real possibility of breaking out of this impasse came with establishment of the 
Estates Renewal Challenge Fund referred to earlier in this paper.  is Fund was specifi cally 
designed to facilitate stock transfer where there was a negative value. It provided the possibility 
of a dowry payment from government to be paid as part of a business plan involving the 
transfer of ownership of the stock and a programme of repair and modernisation.  e dowry 
would be set at the level which would make the business plan work, assuming certain rent 
levels.  is scheme was originally developed by the Conservative government and labour-
controlled Birmingham remained unwilling to contemplate using the scheme. It did not bid 
for Estates Renewal Challenge Funds in the fi rst year of this fund. However, in the second 
year it decided to bid. Part of the impetus for this came from demands from tenants. Tenants 
who had been anticipating signifi cant investments in the housing stock under the Estates 
Action Scheme saw this falling through and put pressure on the council to fi nd some other 
way of investing in their housing.  e only way that was apparent was through a bid to the 
Estates Renewal Challenge Fund and the areas selected for this bid were the central estates 
where tenants had been particularly vociferous in demanding action. It would be fair to argue 
that neither tenants nor councillors would have seen this as the preferred route but it was the 
available route.

 e City Council, working closely with residents, put together a bid for funding through 
the Estates Renewal Challenge Fund.  eir bid was higher than the guidelines suggested, 
but perhaps because government saw real advantages in embracing the largest municipality 
in the country within the scheme, it was successful. A fi gure of m was agreed subject to 
transfer and, for that to occur, subject to a ballot of tenants.  e ballot of tenants took place 
in December  and a favourable vote was achieved.  e detailed planning for the transfer 
followed and the transfer occurred in June .  is meant the transfer of the housing 
stock to a newly-formed registered social landlord, Optima Community Association.  e 
new organisation had a Board which consisted of seven residents, three councillors and fi ve 
independents.  is combination involved a much higher resident component than had existed 
in stock transfers in the past – partly because the new labour government had a diff erent view 
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from its conservative predecessors about the appropriate governance structure for new local 
housing companies.

 e new landlord took the stock out of the control of the City Council. While some 
present this as privatisation, it could be seen as a new accountability system for social rented 
housing which gives more power to local residents. Unlike other housing associations, Optima 
Community Association has a near monopoly of social rented housing in its local area. Its 
funding, in addition to government grant, comes through rent income and loans provided by 
a leading building society. It is a registered company and charity.  e organisation is regulated 
by the Housing Corporation and Charity Commission, as is the case with many other housing 
associations. It works in close partnership with Birmingham City Council which is committed 
to ensuring that the long-term objectives of the stock transfer are achieved.  is is a new 
governance of social rented housing in the British or the Birmingham context.

Having embarked upon this unprecedented stock transfer, the City Council was still left 
with over , properties and no obvious way of channelling suffi  cient funding into these 
properties to improve them or to make them attractive to live in for residents. As with other 
parts of the social rented sector the city at this stage was faced with increasing void rates, 
rising rent arrears, rising repair expenditure and higher turnover of property.  e management 
of the stock was becoming more diffi  cult rather than easier and the shortfall in funding was 
becoming more chronic. At the same time a new labour government had now come into play 
and was more sympathetic to the council housing sector. More money began to come into 
council housing but not at a rate suffi  cient to meet the backlog.  e Labour government was 
still concerned with the management of public expenditure and favoured stock transfer even 
more vigorously perhaps than the conservative government had.

Against this background and perhaps because of the success of the transfer to Optima, 
the city embarked upon a stock transfer policy. Working within the guidelines of central 
government it drew up plans to transfer the remaining council housing stock to nine registered 
social landlords working under the umbrella of a single parent organisation.  e city developed 
business plans and consulted with residents on these proposals and negotiated agreement with 
central government.  e agreement was given and potentially there was to be a stock transfer 
along the Optima lines to a new group of registered social landlords. As with the Optima case 
this was subject to the approval by tenants.

Tenants, through a ballot held in , rejected the stock transfer. At this stage it is argued 
that the city had no alternative plan. It had invested all of its energies in developing a stock 
transfer proposal and had assumed that residents would support it. With the rejection of the 
proposal the city was in some disarray. Its failure to deliver stock transfer also left it unpopular 
with central government. In this context the city decided to appoint a Housing Commission 
chaired by Professor Ann Power to advise it on how to move forward.  e independent 
Housing Commission came up with a proposal to establish a series of Community Based 
Housing Organisations and to decentralise housing provision in the city. In eff ect this would 
be likely to involve some stock transfer at a later stage, but the implication was that by splitting 
the city’s housing stock into twelve or thirteen areas and by reducing the costs of the central 
administration of the Housing Department there would be suffi  cient resources in each of these 
community-based organisations to develop a new positive approach to local housing provision. 
It is fair to argue that there are serious grounds to doubt whether this proposal was ever a 
realistic or viable one, but initially the City Council chose to adopt the approach and in  it 
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identifi ed the fi rst two areas to establish community housing organisations. One of these was 
in Hodge Hill in the east Birmingham Corridor.

8.1.2 Economic profi le
Birmingham is the focus of the West Midlands, a region that has traditionally been the 
industrial heartland of Britain, with a particular focus on automotive and engineering related 
activities.  e underlying structure of Birmingham’s economy ( per cent of employees are 
employed by SMEs) makes it susceptible to the inherent weaknesses in Britain’s manufacturing 
sector. Indeed, deindustrialisation since the s has aff ected the region and city resulting in a 
drop in the contribution of manufacturing to both employment and GDP.

 e exposure of Birmingham’s economy to these processes was recognised and acted upon 
by the city from the mid s in developing an economic strategy aimed at diversifying 
the economy and re-positioning Birmingham as a service and tourism centre for the region. 
However, the occupational structure of the city changed relatively little between  and 
 and whilst there was a signifi cant rise in the proportion of managers and professional 
workers, the proportion of manual workers increased (compared to a decline in London) (see 
table .).  e importance of manufacturing therefore continues, as Birmingham remains the 
largest centre of manufacturing in the United Kingdom by far with  per cent of the city’s 
employment in this sector.

Table . – Employment by sector in Birmingham

1991 2001

Agriculture, fi shery, forestry 0.2 0.3
Energy, water 1.1 0.9
Manufacturing 24.9 17.4
Construction 6.5 6.0
Distribution, catering, transport 24.6 12.1
Services 38.9 58.8
Not stated 1.2 n.a.
Other 2.5 4.5
Total (base) 35,738 367,141

Source: Census of Population, 1991, 2001

Table . – Socio-economic group of head of household in Birmingham

1981 1991

Employers and managers 9.4 12.2
Professional workers 3.4 4.9
Intermediate non-manual workers 10.1 12.9
Junior non-manual workers 20.9 21.1
Manual workers 21.7 22.5
Personal service & semi-skilled manual workers 23.3 19.3
Unskilled manual workers 6.9 5.3
Economically inactive % 22.7 24.8
Economically inactive no. 134,311 140,853

Source: 1981/1991 Census, Crown Copyright (ESRC/JISC purchase)
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More recently, the down turn in Birmingham’s manufacturing employment between -
 has taken the numbers employed in manufacturing signifi cantly below the levels of the 
- recession as well as cancelling out gains made in the number of service sector jobs 
created in the city through its diversifi cation strategy (Birmingham City Council, ).

8.1.3 Demographic structure
Deindustrialisation processes have meant that the population of the West Midlands 
conurbation has been in decline since the early s with an  per cent decline in population 
between  and .  e core areas of the conurbation (Birmingham and Sandwell) 
were worst aff ected by this decline (- per cent) whilst the outer municipal authorities of 
Dudley and Solihull experienced slight increases over the same period refl ecting a process of 
suburbanisation and hollowing out of the older industrial parts of the conurbation.

However, the  census indicates a  per cent increase in population both in the conurbation 
and in Birmingham (see table .).  is may be attributable to the success of the city’s 
economic diversifi cation strategy in providing employment, an aggressive City Living policy 
that has developed out of the economic strategy implemented by the city and which has 
resulted in an additional , housing units, and the role of the city as a destination for 
inward and international migration and associated higher fertility rates amongst black and 
minority ethnic communities.

8.1.4 Ethnicity
Birmingham has one of the highest levels of ethnic diversity in England and Wales, the 
second largest ethnic population after London.  e ‘non-white’ population increased from 
 per cent to almost  per cent of the population between  and  (see table .) and 
due to historic reasons of housing availability and eligibility for council housing the ethnic 
population has concentrated in the inner part of the city, as illustrated in fi gure .. Whilst 
the map shows the concentrations of all BMEs, there are diff erent geographies of segregation 
with the Bangladeshi and Pakistani community least dispersed and congregating in the wards 
of Sparkhill and Small Heath whilst the Afro-Caribbean community is more concentrated in 
Aston, Nechells and Handsworth.  e Indian population tends to be more dispersed and there 
is greater representation in the outer (more affl  uent) areas of the city.  e Chinese community 
in Birmingham is the most dispersed ethnic minority group refl ecting diff erent modes of 
economic integration.

Table . – Population of Birmingham, by age

1981 1991 2001

0-15 yrs 23.1 22.6 23.4
16-24 yrs 15.3 13.6 13.6
25-44 yrs 24.3 27.8 28.3
45-59 yrs 17.2 15.2 15.8
60-74 yrs 14.7 14.0 11.9
75+ yrs 5.4 6.7 7.0
Total (base) 996,369 961,041 977,087

Source: Census of Population, 1981, 1991, 2001
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Whilst problems of abandonment and low demand for older more obsolete housing has been 
a feature of some northern cities, Birmingham has been insulated from these processes due to 
the demand for housing from a large and highly segregated ethnic minority population.

8.1.5 Migration and dynamics
 ere are three trends aff ecting Birmingham’s housing markets:
• continued outward-migration of economically active and more affl  uent households with 

children;
• inward migration of asylum seekers and international migrants;

Table . – Ethnic composition of the Conurbation Districts

%

Black Caribbean 4.6
Black African 0.3
Black other 0.9
Indian 5.1
Pakistani 6.6
Bangladeshi 1.3
Chinese 0.3
Asian 0.6
Other 1.2
White 79.2
Total 1,003,622

Source: Census of Population, 1991, OPCS; 2001 Census of Population, ONS

Figure . – Concentration of BME communities in Birmingham (all BME groups)

More than twice average (38.9-95%)

Above average (19.5-38.9%)

Below average (9.7-19.5%)

Below half average (0.2-9.7%)

Source: Crown Copyright 1991, Census Small Area Statistics;
Census boundary data, JISC purchase
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• the development of new housing markets in the city centre aimed at affl  uent households 
without children.

Birmingham and, to a smaller extent, Solihull have a net out migration of population. 
Generally, migration patterns are short-distance to districts within the West Midlands region. 
Movement into Solihull from Birmingham is generally associated with suburbanisation, 
retirement and a move to more affl  uent housing markets. Moves out of Solihull are associated 
with changes in employment and retirement with signifi cant net outfl ows to coastal resorts 
associated with retirement.

Birmingham’s cultural diversity exemplifi es the positive benefi ts of immigration.  e 
settlement of families, from the war years onwards, has enriched the city and continues to 
do so. Recently the policy of dispersal of asylum seekers has resulted in an additional , 
international migrants coming into the city per annum.  e majority of asylum seekers are 
being accommodated in the northwest of Birmingham where there has been evidence of 
abandonment and changes in demand for housing.  ere are concentrations of asylum seekers 
within the Optima estate and in adjacent neighbourhoods; however, due to its peripheral 
location and majority white population there have been relatively few placements in the North 
Solihull estates. It is unclear at this stage whether these new migrants intend to stay and make 
Birmingham their home.

 e polarisation of Birmingham’s BME community is illustrated by the proximity of poor 
quality overcrowded private sector housing occupied by many BME headed households in 
the inner city and the development of new (luxury) housing markets in the city centre of 

Figure . – Index of multiple deprivation
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Source: Index Multiple of Local Deprivation, DETR (2001);
Crown Copyright 1991, Census boundary data, JISC purchase
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Birmingham.  e conversion of industrial buildings and introduction of housing on land 
previously used for commercial purposes has lead to revitalised parts of the city centre and 
provided additional services and facilities that would not otherwise have been provided. 
However, the city and others are questioning the sustainability of these markets, and the 
need to diversify city centre living and develop housing pathways for diff erent segments is 
recognised.

8.1.6 Relative deprivation
 e United Kingdom government ranks the  local authorities in England on a series of 
measures of relative deprivation.  e latest index was published in  and in late  will be 
updated. As we shall discuss below, Birmingham is a large local authority with diverse housing 
markets.  e city therefore ranks higher in terms of the concentration of deprivation (th out 
of  local authorities) rather than the extent of deprivation (the proportion of the district’s 
population living in the  per cent most deprived wards nationally). Figure . illustrates this 
concentration of deprivation, highlighting its prevalence in an east-west band which dissects 
the City Centre. On the extent measure Birmingham is ranked th.  is diff erence in ranking 
is explained by the large BME community which is disproportionately represented amongst 
the low paid and benefi t dependent and which is highly segregated. Indeed Birmingham was 
the most income and employment deprived local authority in England in . Comparative 
fi gures for Solihull are shown in the accompanying table.

8.2 Neighbourhoods in the city

 e Optima and North Solihull estates are located in two adjacent local authority areas: 
Birmingham and Solihull.

In the  Housing Strategy nine Housing Market Areas were identifi ed in Birmingham 
which fall into three categories:
• sustainable markets with high demand – Northern Suburbs, City Centre, and the two 

Suburban Rings;
• the inner core areas in transition with complex and cross-tenure demand issues – East 

Birmingham and North West Birmingham;
• peripheral areas with declining demand – Eastern, Southern and Northern Peripheries.

In Solihull three HMAs are identifi ed in the Housing Strategy Statement:
• North Solihull;
• South Solihull;
• Rural Solihull.

• Sustainable Markets: to the very north are the Northern Suburbs, an area of economic 
growth, a highly infl ated property market infl uenced by the demand for local schools (which 
feature in the top  per cent of primary schools nationally). Aff ordability is becoming an 
increasing issue and, whilst our aff ordable housing policy will be rigorously adhered to, few 
development opportunities remain outside the potential regeneration of the Falcon Lodge 
estate. Immediately below is the Suburban Ring North, a growth area in terms of housing 
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market opportunity, and potential focus for increasing aff ordable home ownership.  e 
Suburban Ring South, which incorporates some of Birmingham’s most successful housing 
markets and neighbourhoods, which are, on the whole, fl ourishing, mirror this to the south. 
 e Suburban Rings have a diverse mix of households in terms of their range of income 
levels, the age structure of the population and the ethnic diversity.  ey encompass the City 

Figure . – Average house prices: Birmingham and Solihull housing market areas, 
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Centre, a new and growing housing market, with a relatively young, affl  uent and, again, 
diverse population.

•  e Inner Core: the sustainable market areas act as a buff er to the traditional inner 
core areas: the North West Birmingham HMA, now designated a pathfi nder Housing 
Market Renewal Area (HMRA) because of issues of low demand; and, to the east the 
eastern Birmingham HMA with similar characteristics in terms of having a strong BME 
community and huge diversity but much more varied in terms of demand, and where 
overcrowding and obsolescence are the primary housing issues. Both of these areas, however, 
have pockets of high demand and growth opportunity. Which leaves us with the peripheral 
areas.

• Peripheral Areas: the neighbourhoods of the southern periphery are isolated from the 
surrounding, areas, a mainly prosperous and buoyant housing market, and from each 
other by poor transport links.  is isolation inhibits sharing in the economic prosperity 
of other parts of Birmingham or Bromsgrove and Worcester. Much of the housing stock 
is both costly to maintain and unpopular and accommodates older tenants.  is is an area 
that includes the Kings Norton  ree Estates New Deal for Communities (NDC), and 
does aff ord some opportunity for mixed tenure development. Housing is not, however, 
the immediate concern here and signifi cant changes in land use to improve employment 
opportunities and transport links will be considered.

Similar issues impact on the eastern periphery where there is monolithic provision, weakening 
demand and an elderly population.  e area continues to be populated from within, by a 
population declining in number, and aff ords little attraction to those outside.  is area forms 
part of an Advantage West Midlands⁶ regeneration zone and there is a focus of activity around 
employment issues and possibilities for land use change.

8.3 Conclusions

 e issue of segregation, and its potentially destabilising infl uence, is seen to be at its most 
acute between the two eastern markets and also within the northern periphery, which is, in 
eff ect, one large contiguous local authority estate, where the only tenure diversifi cation has 
been through Right-to-Buy (RtB).  e monolithic nature of the estate leads to an inward 
focus and lack of integration with surrounding areas.

 Advantage West Midlands is the Regional Development Agency for the West Midlands. It is funded by Central 
Government and is charged with developing and ensuring the implementation of an economic development strategy 
for the region.
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9 The Central Estates in Birmingham: 
general description

 e ‘Central Estates’ were developed over a  year period between  and the mid s.  e 
main purpose of the estates was to provide new accommodation for households displaced both 
through war damage and latterly slum clearance in the city. New methods of construction and 
the generous subsidies attached to them have resulted in a large range of architectural styles, 
layouts and densities.  ere is anecdotal evidence to suggest that the estates were to be a part 
of the city’s drive into the future, a symbol which would compete against the emerging new 
towns, such as Telford and Redditch.

However, the estates have had a problematic time, physically, due to the building techniques 
employed and socially, as a result of social and economic processes both locally and more 
widely. Despite growing problems on the estates tenants felt that they were being forgotten by 
the city council, highlighted by the lack of additional funding to the estates.  is dissatisfaction 
culminated in action by tenants to seek activity on the estate.

Following the transfer of the properties from Birmingham City Council to Optima 
Housing Association in  a process of comprehensive redevelopment of the area has begun, 

Figure . – Location of the Central Estates

Source: Edline, JISC purchase
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replacing a large number of the existing properties and changing the layout of the estate whilst 
also tapping into the growing city living market to diversify the population in the area.

In  the estate comprised , properties.  e majority of these properties are fl ats and 
maisonettes. Most are low-rise and walk-up blocks, although there were  high rise blocks ( 
fl oors+) on the fi ve estates mostly concentrated on Lee Bank.

As fi gure . illustrates, the estate adjoins Birmingham City Centre and is close to both the 
Convention Quarter (home of the ICC and canal side developments) and the Bull Ring, 
Europe’s largest city centre regeneration project. Yet despite its close proximity, the estates 
have not seen the benefi ts experienced elsewhere in the city centre.  ere is a sense that they 
have been ‘divorced’ from the city centre both physically and economically. Several major roads 
cut through the estate creating fi ve distinct parts of the estate which are joined by a series of 
underpasses.  e fi ve estates which from the area are:

• Lee Bank – predominantly high rise development with large yet underused open spaces;
• Benmore – high rise and maisonette development surrounded on three sides by main 

arterial routes;
• Woodview – a mix of fl ats and houses, all constructed using ‘non-traditional methods’;
• Five Ways – a private estate bought by Birmingham City Council in the late s; adjacent 

to the Convention Quarter, an area with signifi cant city centre living developments;
•  e Sentinels – two,  storey residential blocks, the tallest in the United Kingdom.

9.1 Physical structure

At the time of transfer, the estates comprised a stock of , units. Most of this stock was 
made up of fl ats, with  per cent of the stock being of fl ats over fi ve storeys.  is includes the 
two Sentinel Towers. Table . illustrates the diff erent types of dwellings on the estate at . 
 e high proportion of purpose built fl ats is notable from this.

However, the estates are now in the process of a major redevelopment programme.  of 
the , units transferred are planned to be demolished, all of which are fl ats and maisonettes. 
 ese are being replaced with both newly built houses and fl ats.

Table . illustrates the pattern of housing tenure in , some seven years prior to the 
transfer of the estates to Optima Community Housing Association. It is clear that the estate 
has had a high level of council ownership, indicating that the Right-to-Buy has not received a 
signifi cant take-up in the area.

Table . indicates the proportion of the housing stock with named amenities in .  e 
noteworthy point illustrated here is the high level of amenities in the Central Estate. Most 
notably the proportion of dwellings without central heating is signifi cantly lower than the 
city average. However, as is explained in chapter , the presence of amenities mask their 
ineffi  ciency and general poor condition of much of the housing on the estates.

Table . illustrates the number of persons per room, providing an indication of residential 
density and possible overcrowding. As with Bow in London, it is notable that residents in the 
Central Estates are generously accommodated, slightly more so than the city as a whole.
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House prices in the area immediately surrounding the estates are above average for the city, 
yet as explained above, the take-up of the right-to-buy by tenants on the estate was low prior 
to transfer. To the south of the estates is Edgbaston which has large town houses, whilst to 
the west is the Convention Quarter of the city centre which has seen large developments of 
‘city living’ housing over the last ten years. In one respect this has been seen as benefi cial for 
the future development of the estate.  e attractiveness of the location has been used to assist 
in diversifying tenure on the estates through new build property for market sale and rent. 
 e ‘profi t’ made from allowing this development on the site is being ploughed back into 
investment in the local community. However, increasing prices are having a knock-on eff ect to 
the aff ordability of the right-to-buy for current Optima tenants.  e retention of this Right-
to-Buy was a factor in making transfer attractive to tenants.

 e condition of the housing stock on the fi ve estates is varied. Property has suff ered from 
a lack of investment and much of the stock could be considered poor quality. Of the fi ve 
estates which make up the area, only one estate, Benmore, had received refurbishment and 
modernisation through Estate Action funding. Birmingham City Council prepared a report 

Table . – Housing types in Birmingham and the Central Estates,  (percentages)

Birmingham Central Estates

House 76.7 8.3
Flat (purpose built) 19.3 90.1
Flat (conversion) 2.9 1.5
Not self contained 1.0 0
Not permanent 0 0
Total (base) 374,079 2,729

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Housing tenure in Birmingham and the Central Estates,  (percentages)

Birmingham Central Estates

Owner occupied 60.0 5.8
Private rented 6.6 2.6
Housing association 5.6 7.5
Local authority 26.4 82.8
Other 1.3 1.2
Total (base) 374,079 2,729

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Housing amenities in Birmingham and the Central Estates,  (percentages)

Birmingham Central Estates

Exclusive use of WC/bath 98.5 98.8
Full central heating 49.7 39.1
Part central heating 13.1 35.2
No central heating 36.0 25.4
Total (base) 374,079 2,728

Source: Census of Population, 1991



[ 80 ]

on the housing quality as part of the funding application to central government at the time 
of transfer.  e majority of the stock had had no major improvements, modernisation works 
or planned maintenance since they were constructed.  e poor quality of the housing was 
highlighted by the need for protective canopies and scaff olding around six of the  tower 
blocks on the estates.

 e estates are now in the process of a major modernisation.  of the , units 
transferred are planned to be demolished, all of which are fl ats and maisonettes.  ese are 
being replaced with newly built houses and fl ats.  ose units which remain are going through 
a process of interior and exterior renovation, including the installation of new kitchens and 
bathrooms and central heating.

 e fi ve estates have neither been the most popular in the city nor have they suff ered from 
prolonged ‘diffi  cult to let’ problems seen elsewhere in the city. It is fair to say that the Central 
Estates have served a transitory function, providing a stepping stone to accommodation 

Table . – Tenancy turnover rates (Local Authority Housing Stock)

Date Birmingham City 
Council Average

City Centre Central Estates: Optima

2000/01 10.8 12.4 16.9
2001/02 10.7 10.6 11.2
2002/03 n.a. n.a. 7.9

Source: Birmingham City Council; Optima Community Association

Table . – Employment by sector of Birmingham and the Central Estates

Birmingham 1991 Central Estates 1991

Agriculture, fi shery, forestry 0.2 0
Energy, water 1.1 0
Manufacturing 24.9 22.9
Construction 6.5 2.8
Distribution, catering, transport 24.6 23.1
Services 38.9 47.6
Not stated 1.2 2.0
Other 2.5 1.4
Total (base) 35,738 143

Source: Census of Population, 1991, 2001

Table . – Residential density in Birmingham and the Central Estates,  (percentages)

Birmingham Central Estates

1.5 persons or more per room 0.8 0.3
1 to 1.5 persons per room 3.2 2.0
0.5 to 1 person per room 33.1 28.4
Less than 0.5 persons per room 62.8 69.3
Total (base) 374,079 2,728

Source: Census of Population, 1991
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elsewhere in the city and beyond. Tenancy turnover in the estate is historically high. One of 
Optima’s board members described the estates residents as being split into thirds: a third who 
have lived in the area for a prolonged period of time and are committed to its improvement, a 
third who live there but are not vocal, and a third who are transitory.  is opinion is confi rmed 
by both the Director of Housing Services for Optima and the turnover fi gures. Table . 
illustrates the turnover of tenancies in the Central Estates and highlights that it is signifi cantly 
higher than that of the city and of the two housing market areas that the estates within. 
However, as the fi gures for the Central Estates show, the rate of turnover is diminishing.  is 
is probably in part down to the reduction in number of properties whilst redevelopment is 
taking place, but may in part be put down to a renewed confi dence in the estate.

9.2 Economic developments

As explained in chapter , much of the traditional industry in Birmingham has declined.  e 
service, leisure and tourism based economy which has developed in its place is heavily based 
around the city centre with a growing retail sector and the trend towards leisure based service 
sector industries.

Tables . and . illustrate the employment background of the local population by sector 
and by occupation as at .  ese fi gures confi rm the trend in the Birmingham economy 

Table . – Employment by occupation of Birmingham and the Central Estates

Birmingham 1991 Central Estates 1991

Managers 12.0 9.0
Professional occupations 8.6 3.5
Associate professional 7.9 8.4
Clerical 17.4 14.0
Craft 15.7 14.0
Personal protection 8.7 14.7
Sales 6.3 4.9
Plant 13.5 13.3
Not stated 1.6 2.1
Other 8.2 16.1
Total (base) 35,738 143

Source: Census of Population, 1991, 2001

Table . – Unemployment (percentages)

Unemployment rate 
(2002)

Optima Tenants 17
Edgbaston 8.6
Ladywood 15.9
Birmingham Average 7.9

Source: Birmingham City Council; Optima Community Association
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and highlight that in the Central Estates the trend is similar.  e fi gures also highlight that 
residents in the Central Estates are more likely to be employed in lower skilled employment 
than the wider city averages.

Income distribution amongst residents of the estate is linked to their employment position. 
Detailed statistical data about employment and occupation of residents is limited. A tenant 
satisfaction survey⁷ undertaken for Optima in  provides some limited information about 
employment and income. Only  per cent of tenants were in employment, whilst  per cent 
were unemployed,  per cent retired and  per cent permanently sick or disabled. Only  per 
cent of tenants earned over £ ( euros) per week, compared to Birmingham as a whole, 
where  per cent of people earned over £ (. euros) per week.⁸  is highlights the low 
earnings amongst tenants on the estates. In addition to this,  per cent of tenants are on state 
benefi ts,  per cent of whom are wholly reliant on state benefi ts.  e most commonly claimed 
is housing benefi t.

Despite its proximity to the city centre, the Optima estates are located in one of the city’s 
unemployment black spots. Table . illustrates the unemployment rate amongst tenants, for 
the two wards within which the estates are situated and the city as a whole.

9.3 Demographic and socio-cultural developments

 e population of the estates themselves has gone through considerable change in recent 
years. As outlined above, historically there has been a high turnover of tenancies, but the 
population trends of the area have tended to match those of the city as a whole. Of particular 
note has been the continual increase in the population of the Central Estates at a time when 
the city’s population is decreasing.  e increasing proportion of younger age groups in the 
Central Estates, compared with the city as a whole, may be a partial explanation of this trend. 
Over the last fi ve years, the ongoing redevelopment of the estates, in particular Lee Bank, has 
seen a reduction in the population whilst tenants are moved out of properties which are being 

Table . – Population (by age group)

Birmingham Central Estates

1981 1991 1981 1991

0-15 yrs 23.1 22.6 20.0 22.9
16-24 yrs 15.3 13.6 14.7 16.3
25-44 yrs 24.3 27.8 22.2 28.6
45-59 yrs 17.2 15.2 17.3 13.5
60-74 yrs 14.7 14.0 19.1 12.9
75+ yrs 5.4 6.7 6.7 5.8
Total (base) 996,369 961,041 5,937 6,002

Source: Census of Population, 1991

 Feedback () Optima Community Association Survey Report London: National Housing Federation.
 Offi  ce for National Statistics () New Earnings Survey : Analyses by Region London: ONS Table E.
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demolished.  is reduction is likely to be temporary as the majority of those decanted are on a 
waiting list to return to the new replacement dwellings.

Table . illustrates the ethnic composition of the local population in . Of particular note 
here is the high proportion of black caribbean and black other residents and low proportion of 
Indian and Pakistani residents compared with the whole of Birmingham.

9.4 Conclusions

 e Central Estates are dominated by a high proportion of fl atted dwellings, developed by 
Birmingham City Council in the s and s as part of their slum clearance programme. 
 e proportion of homes with stated amenities such as central heating is high, yet this masks 
the underlying problem of poor design and maintenance of dwellings over a long period which 
mitigate against the benefi t of these amenities.

Whilst the estates are located adjacent to the city centre and its high profi le regeneration, 
unemployment on the estates remains high and many residents if employed have jobs in low 
skill jobs in the service and leisure sectors.

Table . – Household composition in Birmingham and the Central Estates (percentages)

Birmingham 1981 Birmingham 1991 Central Estates 1981 Central Estates 1991

1 person 1.6 29.9 39.5 52.4
2 persons 4.8 30.7 31.4 25.4
3 persons 9.5 15.3 13.1 10.9
4 persons 20.6 13.3 9.3 6.5
5 persons 33.7 6.0 4.0 2.9
6 persons 20.9 2.8 1.7 1.2
7 persons or more 9.6 2.0 1.1 0.2
Total (base) 356,894 374,079 2,871 2,740

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Ethnicity in Birmingham and the Central Estates,  (percentages)

Birmingham Central Estates

White 78.4 65.9
Black Caribbean 4.6 19.1
Black African 0.3 0.8
Black other 0.9 4.8
Indian 5.3 1.6
Pakistani 6.9 2.0
Bangladeshi 1.3 0.1
Chinese 0.3 0.7
Asian other 0.6 0.5
Other 1.2 4.5
Total (base) 961,041 4,954

Source: Census of Population, 1991
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10 The Central Estates in Birmingham: 
problems and perspectives

10.1 Housing and design

Much like the two London case studies, the poor physical condition of the housing stock of 
the Central Estates was a key factor in the implementation of the transfer of the stock to 
Optima Community Association.  e stock was not the poorest in Birmingham, however a 
period of what was perceived by tenants and residents as neglect by the city council followed 
a lack of investment in the stock whilst other city council owned estates had received 
regeneration and capital investment.  is prompted residents to action on the estate. Most 
notable was the ‘Welcome to the Slum Quarter’ banner placed on the Bristol Road, a parody to 
the other ‘quarters’ which were being developed around the city centre.

 e design of the dwellings has been a signifi cant factor in their downfall.  e majority of 
property on the estate has been constructed using non-traditional methods.  is has included 
prefabrication of the structure and the use of new materials. Whilst these methods were part of 
the ‘white heat of technology’ in the s, it is widely acknowledged that they have failed to 
stand the test of time. As the ERCF funding application document states:

‘ e general stock condition is best highlighted by the  high rise blocks which are in poor external 
quality, with six blocks having protective canopies… due to spalling mosaic and render’.

Much of the stock had received no modernisation or planned maintenance since its 
construction, in some cases up to  years previously. It was both the exterior and the interior 
of the properties which required investment and it is understandable to see why residents felt 
neglected.

 e layout of the Central Estates has also provided its own problems. Lee Bank exemplifi es 
the layout problems of the estate. Developed as a series of high-rise blocks set amidst parkland, 
the layout has developed its own problems.  e grassed area has become hazardous, particularly 
at night and few people use it. Added to this, the ownership of the land and division of 
responsibility for its upkeep has produced management diffi  culties, for example who cuts the 
grass. Similar issues exist in the other estates which form the area.

One of the main aims of the transfer and subsequent redevelopment programme is to 
address the housing quality and layout.  is has already begun with the development of a 
master plan for the fi ve estates. Work has also begun on the modernisation and redevelopment 
of property and a remodelling of the Lee Bank area. Signifi cant resident consultation has taken 
place in these aspects, although much of the project remains private sector led.
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10.2 Labour market, well-being and access to services

Since the transfer, unemployment has reduced on the estate. One of the measures put in place 
by Optima has been to provide residents with information about jobs. Angela Dyer, Head of 
Regeneration Services, has suggested that this scheme has been working well, although there is 
a clear recognition that evaluation is required to confi rm and quantify this.  e Association has 
also utilised community development staff  from Birmingham City Council to build capacity 
on the estates. Whilst the main aim of this has been to assist in realising eff ective consultation 
and participation of local communities, the secondary outcomes in terms of improved skills 
and confi dence for residents which can be applied to the labour market have not gone un-
noticed.

Although the estates are often portrayed as housing a transitory population, the fact that the 
impetus for change came from residents highlights the commitment there is to the area from a 
signifi cant section of the community.

Presently, local amenities are limited on the estates. Shopping facilities are poor and despite 
the estates’ location adjacent to the city centre, many people are limited to using shops on the 
estates. One main shop serves the Lee Bank estate and there has been criticism that it has 
developed a monopoly position resulting in higher prices. Elsewhere, the Five Ways estate 
is situated close to the Five Ways shopping centre, with access to a Tesco Metro. Again the 
issue of price has been raised with concern. Proposals included in the estate master plan 
accommodate the inclusion of a supermarket in a central location. Simon Kimberley, Chief 
Executive of Optima Community Association, has indicated that discussions to secure this are 
at an advanced stage with a major supermarket chain. Its development should further assist 
the regeneration of the estate by providing more aff ordable prices through increasing the shop 
catchment area and customer base.

Leisure facilities are lacking on the estate, particularly for younger people.  e play areas 
which do exist are underused, whilst dedicated sports facilities are to be found some distance 
from the estate. Woodview Primary School lies centrally to much of the estate and Steve Poole, 
Head Teacher, indicated that young people do use the school’s play fi elds because there a lack 
of suitable alternatives.  e school has recently submitted a bid to Birmingham City Council 
and Sport England for funding to provide a sports hall.  is funding has been turned down in 
favour of a location some fi ve miles from the Central Estates.

Crime on the estate is a problem faced by both residents and estate managers. Although 
criminal behaviour is not rife, the fear of crime is a signifi cant problem. Of signifi cant concern 
has been the area’s reputation within the city for drugs. Recent action by both Optima and 
the police has resulted in the high profi le eviction of a tenant for both drug and prostitution 
crimes. With the removal of one perpetrator the problem appears to have diminished. 
However, the location of the estate at a crossroads of major routes into and around the city 
centre has made it a focus for drug dealing as well as a notorious spot for car-jackings.

10.3 Multi-cultural developments and demographic changes

For such a multicultural city, the estates retain a multicultural diversity. Whilst the majority 
of tenants are white, there is a signifi cant afro-caribbean community on the estate.  ere is 
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no evidence to suggest that there are tensions or problems caused by this diversity. Indeed 
anecdotal evidence from Lesley Whitling, Director of Housing Services, suggests that this is 
playing to the estates favour. She described an Indian family who wanted to remain in the area 
because it was seen as being very tolerant.

As well as racial diversity, the Sentinels at the north of the estate has become a focus for a 
large gay and lesbian community.  e Sentinels are located a stones throw from Birmingham’s 
Gay Village and therefore have been attractive to gay and lesbian households.  is has not been 
without its problems and there is some evidence to suggest that there have been homophobic 
attacks focussed on these blocks.

As outlined in chapter , the estate has witnessed a high level of tenancy turnover.

10.4 Social exclusion, social inclusion and social cohesion

 e estates remain separated from the city centre and to a signifi cant extent are segregated 
themselves. It is clearly recognised by policy makers and estate managers that the fi ve estates 
were brought together for the purposes of securing Estate Challenge Renewal Funding and 
to pursue a stock transfer. Indeed the diff erences between the diff erent estates are an issue 
for their overall management. However it is the overall separation from the city centre, both 
physically and symbolically, that is ironically a signifi cant bond for the residents on the estate. 
 e sense of isolation and neglect felt by the residents has been harnessed and turned into 
positive action.  e end result has been the transfer of the estate to Optima Community 
Association and the implementation of the regeneration programme.  e part played by the 
community in instigating change and taking destiny into their own hands is acknowledged 
and, indeed, applauded by local politicians and offi  cers of the Association.

Dependency on the welfare state has been high on the estates. As the recent tenant 
satisfaction survey highlighted, a signifi cant proportion of tenants are reliant on state benefi ts 
for the majority or all of their income. In addition to this a number of social services agencies 
work in the area providing varying fl oating support needs. On the exterior this would give the 
impression that there is a high dependence on state and voluntary sector agencies to provide 
for residents.

However, offi  cers at Optima have been keen to indicate the community’s willingness to 
support itself as proof that the residents are not solely dependant upon the welfare state.  ere 
is a long history of neighbours helping each other on the estate and this continues today. 
As Lesley Whitling said, ‘to survive you had to be tough.’ In particular, single female-headed ‘to survive you had to be tough.’ In particular, single female-headed ‘to survive you had to be tough.’
households have been at the forefront of many of these eff orts.  e communities own role in 
bringing the estates to where they are now highlights how residents are not solely dependant 
on the welfare state and are trying to reshape the welfare state to meet their needs and desires.

10.5 Conclusions

It is the poor physical condition of property on the estates combined with a systematic lack 
of investment in both the fabric and management of the area, which has created much of the 
challenge for the estates.  is is now being tackled through the stock transfer to Optima and 
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the resultant redevelopment of the estates. However, underlying this have been problems of 
unemployment, benefi t dependency and crime, which have compounded an already diffi  cult 
situation on the estates.

However, the estates are united by their symbolic isolation within the city centre of 
Birmingham.  e feelings of neglect felt by the residents have been channelled into positive 
action resulting in the regeneration programme currently being undertaken on the estates.
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11 Eastern Corridor of Birmingham and 
North Solihull: general description

 e Eastern Corridor covers a large area of East Birmingham and North Solihull. As is 
explained below, it is an area which has developed with some coherence over a period of 
 years. As one of the centres for manufacturing industry in the West Midlands it has 
witnessed considerable change in recent years. As such, housing areas within the Corridor have 
experienced diff erential change over time. Two substantive public (council) housing estates sit 
within this area: Hodge Hill in the north of the Corridor and Chelmsley Wood/Smiths Wood 
at the eastern edge of the Corridor.  ese areas will form the main focus of these chapters.

11.1 Physical structure

 e nature of the Eastern Corridor – it’s housing but also its industry and other facilities partly 
refl ects its origins. A number of phases of development and the patterns associated with each 
can be identifi ed (Briggs, ; Cherry, ; Sutcliff e and Smith, ).

 e accounts of the expansion of the Eastern Corridor of the city refer to three key phases:
• an initial phase of unplanned development in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. 

 ese areas were characterized by mixed land uses with industry operating alongside 
housing;

• this was followed by a phase of planned development with a clearer segregation of work and 
residence – because of the larger scale and diff erent requirements of the new manufacturing 
enterprises and because of the planning and housing policies pursued by the city;

• a third phase of development in the post war period at or beyond the city boundary is 
associated with wholly residential areas again refl ecting the policies of city expansion.

Four elements are identifi ed in growth:
• a general outward expansion from the edge of the city;
• a growth around outlying villages;
• expansion along transport corridors – rail and then tramways;
• the growth of industry.  e BSA works and Singer factory developed in Small Heath and 

attracted a range of related enterprises and the large areas of fl atter land available in the 
Tame Valley were developed between the wars by larger manufacturers. One of the eff ects of 
this was to mean that while the inner part of the corridor involved a large number of small 
employers operating in diverse trades the areas of later growth including Small Heath and 
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Castle Bromwich were more dependent on a small number of larger employers and more at 
risk if these declined.

As shown in fi gure ., Hodge Hill is part of the planned middle ring. Improvements in 
transport that made other parts of the city more accessible coincided with legislative powers 
to adopt a diff erent approach to planning. By  these factors combined with new subsidies 
and new priority for municipal housing and the next phase of residential expansion was 
characterised by planning, greater separation of industry and residence and the growth of 
municipal housing estates. Council housing formed almost  per cent of the new housing 
built in the city in the inter-war years and consequently the ownership and tenure structure 
associated with this phase was very diff erent from the earlier unplanned areas. Large council 
estates ringed what was then the city periphery including estates with more than , 
properties (Fox Hollies and Gospel Farm, Lea Hall, Billesley Farm and Marlborough House 
& Fast Pits in Yardley) and others with more than , (Batchelor’s Farm, Tyseley Farm, 
Kent’s Moat and Heybarn Farm). Much of the private housing built in this period was for 
owner occupation and this as well as the infl uence of planning policy aff ected its design.

To the eastern extreme of the corridor, Chelmsley Wood forms part of the planned outer ring. 
 ese areas were developed against a background of debate concerned over city expansion and 
the preservation of the green belt. Sutcliff e and Smith state that by the end of the War the 
City Council and most sections of informed opinion in Birmingham had come to accept the 
principle of a restriction to the City’s growth. Initial attempts to transfer excess population to 
surrounding local authorities failed because of a lack of fi nancial resources. By the early s 

Figure . –  e development of the Eastern Corridor

Source: Crown Copyright 1991,
Census boundary data, JISC purchase3 km61

86

Moseley

Sparkbrook/
Sparkhill

East Birmingham

WWarwickarwickarwickarwickarwickWarwickWWarwickW
RoadRoad

GU CGU Canal/anal/
Rail DepotRail Depot

Bordesley

YardleyYardleyY

RecreationRecreation
GroundsGrounds

Stechford

Sheldon

Marston Green

Chelmsley WoodChelmsley WoodChelmsley W

Garret’s GreenGarret’s Green
Ind EstInd Est

The ‘unplanned inner area

Star cityStar city

DuddestonDuddeston

Vauxhall/Duddestonauxhall/DuddestonVauxhall/DuddestonV
IndustryIndustry

Ward EndWard EndW

NechellsNechells

The planned middle ring

Hodgehille Shard End

River CRiver Cole
ValleyalleyValleyV

Smith’s WoodSmith’s WoodSmith’s W

The planned outer ring



[ 91 ] 

Birmingham was under pressure to increase its slum clearance and this meant that the demand 
for additional land to enable building for re-housing began to attract more attention. Between 
 and  Birmingham had built , municipal dwellings. Between  and  it 
built , houses including , outside the City boundaries at Chelmsley Wood.  e 
agreement to allow the City to build housing at Chelmsley Wood contributed to the reduction 
in the proportion of fl ats being built.  e greater availability of land eased the pressure to build 
fl atted accommodation. It is also the case that after  changes in the housing subsidies 
increased the fi nancial unattractiveness of fl ats, which had previously been encouraged by 
central government to prevent wastage of land. Sutcliff e and Smith () also argue that 
Birmingham Corporation, in advance of most authorities, perfected methods of achieving 
high densities with low rise housing alone. Plans for the Chelmsley Wood estate, fi nalised in 
the summer of , included only  per cent to  per cent of dwellings in tall blocks.  e 
Chelmsley Wood estate eventually housed some , people and the City Architect’s work 
was rewarded by a Ministry of Housing Good Design in Housing award in  (p. ).

In the early years of the Chelmsley Wood estates the housing was owned by Birmingham 
City Council and tenants paid rent and had repairs carried out by the Housing Department 
but they were not electors in Birmingham and their local authority was Solihull. Solihull also 
provided the basic services for the neighbourhood: schools, social services, refuse collection 
and so on.  is arrangement had its limitations and along with other local authorities it was 
rationalised in the early s by the City of Birmingham transferring its housing stock to 
Solihull.  is happened in  with a cash adjustment in favour of the City of Birmingham. 
Consequently we have an estate which was built by Birmingham City Council to house 
residents especially on the City’s housing waiting list or involved in slum clearance in the 
inner city but now owned by a diff erent local authority and managed by it. Its connections are 

Figure . –  e location of the Eastern Corridor

Source: Crown Copyright 1991,
Census boundary data, JISC purchase 61
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Table . – Housing types in Birmingham and the Eastern Corridor,  (percentages)
Birmingham East Birmingham 

Corridor

House 76.7 74.4
Flat (purpose built) 19.3 22.5
Flat (conversion) 2.9 2.3
Not self contained 1.0 0.7
Not permanent 0 0.02
Total (base) 374,079 106,444

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Housing tenure in Birmingham and the Eastern Corridor,  (percentages)
Birmingham East Birmingham 

Corridor

Owner occupied 60.0 51.8
Private rented 6.6 5.6
Housing association 5.6 5.6
Local authority 26.4 35.7
Other 1.3 1.4
Total (base) 374,079 106,444

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Housing amenities in Birmingham and the Eastern Corridor,  (percentages)

Birmingham East Birmingham 
Corridor

Exclusive use of WC/bath 98.5 98.5
Full central heating 49.7 40.2
Part central heating 13.1 18.3
No central heating 36.0 41.5
Total (base) 374,079 106,444

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Residential density in Birmingham and the Eastern Corridor,  (percentages)

Birmingham East Birmingham 
Corridor

1.5 persons or more per room 0.8 1.4
1 to 1.5 persons per room 3.2 5.0
0.5 to 1 person per room 33.1 36.1
Less than 0.5 persons per room 62.8 57.5
Total (base) 374,079 106,444

Source: Census of Population, 1991
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essentially with the City of Birmingham although it lies right on the periphery of that City 
and the transport links and locational advantages are limited. In terms of Solihull the housing 
stock is atypical.  ere is no other part of Solihull which has such a large concentration of 
council housing or housing built in this period.

 e Eastern Corridor study area covers a large area of Eastern Birmingham and North 
Solihull. It is bounded in the north and east by the M motorway, to the south by the main 
A Coventry Road and to the west by Birmingham City Centre. Figure . illustrates its 
location in relation to the city centre and the Central Estates case study area.

Table . illustrates the housing types in the Eastern Corridor. As would be expected for an 
area as large as this, the profi le is similar to the city as a whole. It is interesting to note that the 
proportion of properties, which are fl ats, is similar to that of the city as a whole, but is low in 
comparison to the other three study areas.  is is perhaps a refl ection of the development of 
the area, as highlighted above.

Table . illustrates the pattern of housing tenure locally. Again, the pattern is similar to that 
of the rest of Birmingham, although local authority renting has a slightly higher representation. 
 e Eastern Corridor contains a number of large council built housing estates, developed over 
various periods.  e large concentration in Hodge Hill, Yardley and Chelmsley Wood will 
have had an impact on these proportions.

Tables . and . illustrate the proportion of housing stock equipped with named amenities 
and the number of persons per room locally.  e Eastern Corridor has a tendency to have 
a lower proportion of properties with full central heating than the city as a whole, and 
considerably lower than the case studies in London.  ere is also a trend towards higher 
residential densities in the Eastern Corridor. Both of these factors can be explained in part by 
the varied housing stock in the Eastern Corridor, as it is not necessarily an exclusive refl ection 
of the council housing estates.

Table . – Employment by sector of Birmingham and the Eastern Corridor from -

Birmingham 1991 East Birmingham 
Corridor 1991

Agriculture, fi shery, forestry 0.2 0.1
Energy, water 1.1 1.2
Manufacturing 24.9 28.5
Construction 6.5 7.0
Distribution, catering, transport 24.6 28.6
Services 38.9 30.5
Not stated 1.2 1.5
Other 2.5 2.5
Total (base) 35,738 9,564

Source: Census of Population, 1991, 2001
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Table . – Employment by occupation of Birmingham and the Eastern Corridor from -

Birmingham 1991 East Birmingham 
Corridor 1991

Managers 12.0 8.6
Professional occupations 8.6 4.0
Associate professional 7.9 5.2
Clerical 17.4 17.3
Craft 15.7 18.0
Personal protection 8.7 9.5
Sales 6.3 6.5
Plant 13.5 18.1
Not stated 1.6 1.8
Other 8.2 10.8
Total (base) 35,738 9,564

Source: Census of Population, 1991

Table . – Population of Birmingham, and the Eastern Corridor from -

Birmingham 1981 Birmingham 1991 East Birmingham 
Corridor 1991

0-15 years 23.1 22.6 25.7
16-24 years 15.3 13.6 14.8
25-44 years 24.3 27.8 25.6
45-59 years 17.2 15.2 14.5
60-74 years 14.7 14.0 13.3
75+ 5.4 6.7 5.3
Total (base) 996,369 961,041 289,651

Source: Census of Population, 1981, 1991

Table . – Household composition in Birmingham and the Eastern Corridor,  (percentages)

Birmingham East Birmingham 
Corridor

1 person 29.9 27.9
2 persons 30.7 29.5
3 persons 15.3 15.8
4 persons 13.3 13.0
5 persons 6.0 6.6
6 persons 2.8 3.7
7 persons or more 2.0 3.5
Total (base) 374,079 106,444

Source: Census of Population, 1991
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11.2 Economic developments

 e Birmingham/Solihull economy has continued a transition from a predominantly 
manufacturing based economy to one rooted in services. As a focus for manufacturing industry 
in Birmingham, the Eastern Corridor has been exposed to this change more than other areas 
of the city. Manufacturing employment, for instance, has fallen substantially from . per 
cent in  to . per cent in .  ere has also been an increase in service employment 
with a slight increase in business services (. per cent to . per cent) and a more substantial 
increase in public administration activities (. per cent to . per cent) and other services 
(. per cent to . per cent).

11.3 Demographic and socio-cultural developments

Table . shows the demographic structure of the population in the Eastern Corridor. More 
than a quarter of the population was aged under  and fi ner analysis of the data reveals that a 
signifi cant proportion of Solihull’s population in the - and - years age groups live within 
the Eastern Corridor, suggesting a high proportion of young residents on the Chelmsley Wood 
estates.

Table . illustrates the household composition in the Eastern Corridor. Again it is clear that 
a similar pattern exists between the Eastern Corridor and the city as a whole.

Table . highlights the ethnic composition of the local population. Of particular note is 
the high proportion of Pakistani residents in the Eastern Corridor. However, the ethnic 
composition of the population within the Eastern Corridor is highly segregated.  e Pakistani 
community tends to be more concentrated in the west of the area nearer the city centre.  e 
areas around Hodge Hill and Chelmsley Wood are predominantly white.

Table . – Ethnicity in Birmingham and the Eastern Corridor,  (percentages)

Birmingham East Birmingham 
Corridor

White 78.4 71.7
Black Caribbean 4.6 4.1
Black African 0.3 0.2
Black other 0.9 0.9
Indian 5.3 3.2
Pakistani 6.9 15.4
Bangladeshi 1.3 2.0
Chinese 0.3 0.2
Asian other 0.6 0.6
Other 1.2 1.5
Total (base) 961,041 289,651

Source: Census of Population, 1991
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11.4 Conclusions

 e Eastern Corridor has developed over a long period of time. Stretching from the city centre 
to the eastern periphery of the West Midlands conurbation it is diverse of both context and 
problems.

Within this area are two distinct localities of post-war council estates. Hodge Hill is an area 
of mixed council development with an aging population.  e more desirable parts of the estate 
have been purchased under the right to buy and have provided a relative sense of stability. 
However, traditional manufacturing jobs remain in decline and it is yet to be seen how this will 
impact fully on the estate. At the eastern fringe of the Eastern Corridor is Chelmsley Wood, 
a s/s series of estates incorporating a signifi cant level of high-rise dwellings.  e area 
was developed without employment provision and is reliant on jobs in the surrounding area to 
serve its residents.
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12 Eastern Corridor in Birmingham and 
North Solihull: problems and perspectives

12.1 Housing and design

 e Eastern Corridor is an area of varied housing, developed over a long period of time by 
both the public and private sectors.  ere are a number of signifi cant housing factors aff ecting 
the Eastern Corridor but which impact diff erentially on specifi c areas within it, particularly 
dependant on the ownership of the property. For example, whilst investment in the housing 
stock is vital in many areas of the Eastern Corridor, the investment needs and subsequent 
responses will be diff er between Sparkhill, an area of privately owned terraced housing, and 
Chelmsley Wood, a series of large council developed and owned estates.

Of the areas within the Eastern Corridor under consideration of this project, Hodge Hill 
and Chelmsley Wood are both council estates with diff erent housing and design issues.

Hodge Hill was developed over three diff erent periods.  e initial phase of development 
took place in the interwar period, mostly in the s. Over , dwellings were developed, 
all of which were houses built in a ‘cottage’ style.  e second phase was through the s with 
the construction of , new homes. Again, the majority of the properties built in this period 
were houses.  e fi nal phase of development from the mid-s to mid-s, like elsewhere 
in the United Kingdom during this period, utilised new construction methods and developed 
high-rise fl ats. Over , properties were developed during this period.

 ose properties developed in the s have been popular amongst tenants exercising the 
right-to-buy and a large proportion of this section of the stock has been sold. Elsewhere on the 
estate the take up of right-to-buy has been signifi cantly lower and the property which remains 
has seen a high turnover of property.  is is examined below.

 e majority of the Chelmsley Wood estates were developed at a similar time to the fi nal 
phase of Hodge Hill.  e use of new, prefabricated building techniques and Radburn estate 
layouts was heavily utilised. Although a signifi cant number of dwellings constructed here were 
high-rise, there are also a high number of houses amongst the development. Many of these 
houses were also built using so-called ‘non-traditional’ methods.  e employment of these new 
construction techniques has left a legacy of poor quality and disrepair which have required 
signifi cant investment.

 e layout of some parts of the estates has been developed around a Radburn form with the 
separation of roadways and walkways.  is has caused problems seen elsewhere in the United 
Kingdom; in particular the lack of natural surveillance and interaction between neighbours has 
been inhibited.
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12.2 Labour market, well-being and access to services

 e main challenge for the Eastern Corridor comes from changes in its industrial base and 
employment structure.  e shift from a manufacturing to a service based economy is being led 
by an increase in business services across the sub-region as a whole, in the Eastern Corridor 
it is employment in public services that dominates the process.  e resident employment 
profi le of the Corridor as a whole is characterised by above average rates of manufacturing 
employment and below average rates in the business and other services sectors compared to the 
sub-region. In particular, the central part of the Eastern Corridor has the highest proportion of 
EDs with above average levels of manufacturing employment amongst residents and the below 
average levels of business and other services employment.  is is a picture that reverses as one 
moves east through towards Chelmsley Wood.

In the central parts of the Eastern Corridor the decline of traditional manufacturing 
industry and the closure of major manufacturing fi rms, such as Singer, BSA and Dunlop 
have been most acutely felt. With an ageing population in these areas, the opportunities for 
retraining and/or re-employment in other sectors are reduced and the prospect of higher 
unemployment more likely.

 e development of the Chelmsley Wood estates took place in the context of there being 
no industry developed for the estate. Part of the agreement with the county authorities of 
Warwickshire on which the Chelmsley Wood development was based was that it would 
be a simple commuter estate without industry to prevent its generating a further demand 
for expansion within itself and although a small amount of industry was subsequently 
included to provide work for women residents, it was by no means enough to employ all of 
them. Consequently average household incomes at Chelmsley Wood were lower than on 
most municipal estates within the City, while rents and living costs and travelling costs for 
wage earners were higher (p. ). Consequently development costs – both constructional 
and environmental – had to be kept as low as possible. All these features increased the 
unattractiveness of peripheral developments whose main drawback was that they were so far 
from the centre of the City, which, being dependent almost entirely on motorbuses for its 
public transport, took a long time to traverse.

12.3 Multi-cultural developments and demographic changes

 ere was some concern towards the end of the s at the seemingly relentless increase in 
turnover rates, and particularly their sharp rise in the north and midlands. Our analysis of 
Birmingham and Solihull is consistent with this pattern. However, it would appear that the 
year  represented a peak in turnover rates, with a reversal of the trend noticeable across 
all of the three HMAs in the Eastern Corridor, as well as in average rates for both local 
authorities. Solihull Urban North HMA has a particularly high turnover rate – over  per 
cent of all properties were let in  – but this may need to be understood within the context 
of higher turnover rates generally in the Solihull borough.  is may be a result of diff erences in 
management arrangements and also supply activity in terms of stock additions and reductions, 
but may also refl ect the concentration of particularly unpopular stock types in the four wards 
in Solihull.  ese wards contain some  per cent of all local authority housing in Solihull.
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Reasons for high turnover include:
• as a delayed eff ect of Right-to-Buy purchases, which disproportionately removed stable 

tenants from local authority housing (Pawson, ). As RTB sales declined during the 
s (in part due to the declining attractiveness of the remaining stock and also to the 
lower proportion of tenants eligible for the larger discounts), tenants may be exercising their 
RTB less and thus there is little incentive to stay put.

• a largely bi-polar age distribution among tenants, ensuring that the tenure is made up of 
households with a higher propensity to release vacant properties through mobility or death.

Turnover is closely linked to neighbourhood functions and must therefore be understood 
within the context of these functions and the characteristics of the residents within these 
areas.  e Eastern Corridor study area is characterised by a high proportion of local authority 
housing. In particular, there are a number of signifi cant housing estates, built at varying times 
that are particularly monolithic in terms of their off er of housing types, sizes, and tenures. 
Clearly, the Right-to-Buy has had some eff ect on the homogeneity of tenure in these areas, but 
that, too, varies across the study area.

Chelmsley Wood,  e Firs, Tile Cross, Bordesley Green East and Washwood Heath 
are all areas that had signifi cantly high turnover rates over a large number of properties in 
. Several areas exceeded an average turnover rate of  per cent, the neighbourhood-level 
threshold indicator used by Bramley and Pawson () as part of their defi nition of low 
demand.  e intensity of high turnover has since ceded somewhat, although new ‘hotspots’ 
have emerged. In general, turnover rates have been decreasing since , although the Eastern 
Periphery HMA in Birmingham has bucked this trend such that Glebe Farm and Lea Hall are 
now over the aforementioned threshold.

In  the BME population was highly segregated within the Eastern Corridor. Endemic 
social exclusion and poverty in the Eastern Corridor would imply that the pattern of 
segregation is unlikely to have changed substantially since the  Census. However, it is 
important to note that the two areas of council housing, Hodge Hill and Chelmsley Wood 
were areas of very low ethnic minority population and high proportion of elderly residents. 
Because of these factors the residential location and pattern of residence may have changed 
signifi cantly over the decade since the publication of the last census. In Hodge Hill there is 
some evidence to suggest that Pakistani and Bangladeshi residents may be slowly expanding 
into the area. However, it should be noted that the Pakistani and Bangladeshi community 
has been under-represented in council housing in the United Kingdom, whilst higher 
concentrations are observed in areas of inner city, predominantly terraced private housing 
(both for rent and sale).

12.4 Social exclusion, social inclusion and social cohesion

Health and education are seen as the two most signifi cant problems facing the Eastern 
Corridor in terms of social exclusion.

Poor health is a signifi cant problem in much of the Eastern Corridor.  e Index of Multiple 
Deprivation (ODPM, ) illustrates that the problem is not isolated to any one specifi c 
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area of the Eastern Corridor. Instead there would appear to be pockets of concentrations of 
poor health throughout this part of Birmingham. However, the incidence of poor health is 
also higher in those parts of the Eastern Corridor, which are closer to the city centre. Poor 
environmental quality is one of the main reasons for this.

Education is also a cause for concern. Both the inner city area and the Chelmsley Wood 
estates within the Eastern Corridor have low education scores on the Index of Multiple 
Deprivation. Against a background of economic change and the need to adapt to the industries 
of the service sector and ‘new economy’ which will form the basis of employment for this area 
in the coming years, a fl exible but skilled workforce is essential. Low educational achievement 
may be the result of low esteem from residents in some parts of the Eastern Corridor, 
perpetuating a slow spiral of decline.

However, whilst these problems exist it should be recognised that the Eastern Corridor also 
contains areas of better health, higher educational achievement, improved skills and greater 
affl  uence.  e juxtaposition of these aspirational areas could off er and be utilised to off er 
incentives and spillover to other areas.

12.5 Conclusions

 e Eastern Corridor is an area of varied social and economic problems.  e predominant 
problem facing the corridor is that of economic restructuring following the demise of the 
manufacturing sector in the sub region.  is demise will have a diff erential impact across the 
Eastern Corridor, but is likely to hit the inner and middle parts of the area most, including 
areas such as Hodge Hill. In Chelmsley Wood, the impact will be lessened, though with 
higher unemployment and a dependency on jobs outside of the close vicinity of the estates it 
overshadows further development.
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13 Conclusions, interpretations and 
expectations

 e large post-World War II housing estates built by local authorities in Britain have a number 
of distinctive characteristics.  ey are not the only part of the local authority housing stock or 
the social rented housing stock. Indeed they are more modern than the early council housing 
built immediately after the Second World War and in the inter-war years. Although they are 
more modern they have generally been less highly valued.  ey were built to diff erent designs 
and standards and layouts associated with the architectural fashion, needs of the construction 
industry and the provision of slum clearance housing rather than housing for general needs. 
Much more of the housing built in this period was fl ats and maisonettes, including some very 
high multi-storey fl ats and the layout and design of estates was diff erent. Although the earlier 
residents of these properties were often extremely pleased with them they have generally not 
been as highly regarded as the more traditional houses with gardens which typify the council 
housing sector and the rest of the housing stock in Britain. Although they were often more 
expensive to build than conventional houses with gardens, they have never been regarded 
as so attractive. A number of factors have further complicated this. Many of the blocks had 
design faults, which, in the British climate, resulted in dampness and condensation, and water 
penetration, which were extremely diffi  cult to remedy in high-rise blocks. Flat roofs and cold-
bridging eff ects were particularly problematic. As well as design faults many of these properties 
were not properly constructed.  e requirements of panel frame building were not always 
followed and site supervision was often poor. Consequently there have been occasions where 
fl aws in construction as well problems of design have led to serious questions about the blocks. 
 e collapse of a block of fl ats in London at Ronan Point associated with a gas explosion 
raised other questions about these blocks. As they have got older problems of spoiling and the 
diffi  culties of repairing and maintaining larger blocks have become serious. All of these things 
have led to these properties being more likely to be seen as second best.

 e residualisation of council housing associated with the promotion of homeownership has 
added to the problems associated with these blocks and the estates of which they form part. 
 e concentration of lower income households and households dependant on benefi ts in these 
blocks and estates has not made them easier to manage or easier to live in. Finally, the anti-
municipal stance of government and the constraints placed on public expenditure on housing, 
both because of this anti-municipal stance and because of the problems of the economy as a 
whole have meant the building-up of a back-log of disrepair and other problems which have 
been particularly severe in their impact on these estates. While council housing has begun to be 
seen as a second-best tenure, it is these estates which are seen as the least desirable parts within 
council housing.  ey are increasingly a sector of last resort providing temporary housing for 
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people at key stages in their work and housing careers. While these are not the only parts of 
the housing stock which have problems and they are not the only parts of cities which have 
concentrations of deprived households, they are among the most problematic areas. In some 
cases they have an important function in the housing market in providing opportunities for 
households to obtain housing and providing a place from which people move on. In other 
cases they are associated with reducing opportunities and life chances and trapping people in 
undesirable situations.

 e problems cited above are those that are common to large housing estates throughout 
Britain.  ere are also problems that are location specifi c and these are illustrated well by our 
case studies in London and Birmingham.

London is unique in a United Kingdom context due to its World City status.  is produces 
a highly uneven set of labour and housing market outcomes.  e expansion of employment 
opportunities in key growth sectors, especially producer services, has resulted in extremely 
strong growth pressures in the Capital and surrounding region.  e reverse side of the 
economic ‘boom’ is social polarisation which is found in as extreme a form in London as 
anywhere in the country.  e growth in London’s population is increasing the divides that exist, 
as new residents tend to be from the two extremes of the income scale.  e London housing 
market is characterised by extremely high levels of demand in parallel with a constrained 
supply-side. Increasingly, private housing is only accessible to high-income households whereas 
social housing is only accessible to households in the most acute housing need.

Birmingham represents the problems of declining industrial conurbations in the north and 
Central England. Birmingham’s manufacturing base has declined dramatically in the past two 
decades, although less so than northern cities such as Manchester, Liverpool and Newcastle. 
 e decline in manufacturing has not, to date, been counter-balanced by growth within the 
service sector and the city is characterised by high concentrations of social and economic stress. 
In certain neighbourhoods, evidence of declining demand for low cost housing is increasingly 
evident.

It is diffi  cult to separate the fortunes of the two cities. A logical solution to the demand-
side problems of London would be for government intervention to encourage re-location 
of economic activity away from the capital. However, the government’s belief in the role 
of London as the country’s key economic driver precludes this. Conversely, it is diffi  cult to 
envisage greater economic prosperity in the English regions without such action.
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