Time to build a fresh, non-nimby
approach to boosting new housing

We should have
more stigma-free
prefab homes,
says James.
Woudhuysen

KATE BARKER'S final report
on the supply of houses in this
cOUnRrY, commssioned by Gor-
don Brown and due i the
SprRE cOMEs Mot 3 Monment
too soon. With continuing di-
vorce and the average ape af
first-time buyers moving from
the late rwenties rising to the
early thirtles. Britain seems
faced with many wvears aof
heouse-price inflation — what-
ever the prospects of o dhow-
diown in the market in 2004,

OFf cousrse, more than weak
supply lies at the root of the
high cost of new houses, obld
houses and — by far the big-
pest component of the build-
ing trade — the refurbishment
of o houses, Money has not
favoured equitics undil relat-
ively recently, so investing in
homes, and in particular the
buy-to-let market, has had a
lod going for it

Nevertheless, the state of
housing supply tells us a lod
ahout the lack of innovalion in
the building trade. YWe are
tumlding 130,000 nisw homes a
year, In the 1960, the anmual
tolal exoeeded SO0, 04000

Grovernment housing ménis-
fers themselves berate butlders
for nol maving into mass pro-
ductson. But this & 0 much
rhetonic. A dhose ook at the OF-
e af the Deputy Primie Minis-
ter’s Whate Paper, Suséormable
Communities: Building for the
Futwne, published i February,
reveals that very liftlhe of the
£22 bdlion housing  “pro-
gramme announced then s
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actually devoled to bailding
new homes, About £4 billion is
to b spent on affordable hous-
ing. and £ Billion on the key=
winrker housing beloved of the
Londen Mayor, Ken Living=
stome: but the rest is being
spent mainky on refurbishing
ol pubdic howsing stock, demo-
Ition and land cearance and,
significantly, a Regional Devel=
cpment Agency  bureaucracy
of funds sdministrators, a
layer of Arms Length Manage-
ment Organisations (A LM Os)
and various sooial engineering
schemis,

social enginecring indeed,
seems o be the main purpose
of povernmeent housing policy,
along with saving the planct,
arsd messuring evervihing that
moves on @ construction site.
It & a boame system of priors
ities, amd very different from
whal the Japanes® are up to.

Tovola's factory at Kasugai
alene mass-produced 3500
larpe, spacious, homes in 200,
and it is only oone of three run
by the group’s constmction
arm. By contrast, the Sustain-
able Communitics  inftiative
plans just 16000 new homes 3
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TEANS lh.-it-‘prﬂ'ﬂ:ﬁ have come a long way since the -uld#m:.

year, of which perhaps 4,000
will be prefabricated

Michael Caine was right fo
hate the prefab in which he
spent his  childhood in the
post-war yvears. But 50 years
an, new technology makes pre-
fabs a completely different
proposition.  Looking at the
oustomised componentry in
Japan and in the world motor
inclustry, there seems litthe to
worry about, The issae with
UK housing supply is not so
much ftechnical, nor even
EComMmic, a5 political.

In thrall to nimbyish preen
pressure groups, the Govern-
ment believes that Britain's
green and pleasant land is be-
mg overrun by suburbamising
working-class families, &ocord-
ing to §ts chicf adviser, Lord
Kopers, building  brownfichd
cities such as Bimmingham up
o London housang densities is

preferable to allowing a town
such as Miton Keynes to ex-
pamd. But why? Tiowns bigper
than 10000 people sccount
for 80 per cent of Britaln's
population, but just 7 per cent
of its band mass. As Kate Bark-
&f hinted, the planning system
i= & nonsense. [n the naturalis-
tie dominating
thinking about UK construc-
tion, this country needs more
and more regulation to probect
itself from property developers
whia I'Mm':iI precious kand and
environmental police to en-
sure all pew buildings ane inter-
rogated over their relatively
miniscube carbon emissions

There is, though, an altern-
ative, We should denationalise
the right to develop kand and
encourage mass production
We can also develop the fast-
track Local Authority Nation-
al Type Approvals Confeder-
ation. Lantac already controds
the safety of buikdings in Eng-
land and Walex why not bet it
extend its Type Approvals o
whole buildings? Mo mare cnd-
less public inquiries,

The price of land and of
howses would come  down,
Foneign investors interested in
British bocations would find
them a lot easier to build on

Lomdon’s key workers could
buy prefabricated, customised,
swing-meare-than-a-cat macro-=
Nats of their own, instead of be-
ing forced imto tied goven-
ment microflats,

Is that too mauch bo ask, or
must we continue the carrent
inflationary policy of make-
do-and-mened ?

James Woudhuysen = profies-
=or of mnovation al De Mani-
fort Unfrersity, Leicester. He s
co-guthor, with lon Abley, of
Why [Is Construction 5o
Backwand? (Wiley, £29.53)



