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“Stay at Home”: How Might
Property Development be
Influenced by COVID-19?

changed beyond recognition in a way

that we could not have predicted and the
pandemic has led to a level of uncertainty
in the property market that we have not
seen for 10 years. As we start to see “green
shoots”, with the gradual unlocking of the
residential sector, what changes might we
see in the demands of end users resulting
from the “Stay at Home” message? How
might that influence the look and feel of new
developments in the years to come?

In the last 10 weeks, life in the UK has

Confidence in communities
The lockdown has had affected people
differently according to where they live, in
particular depending on whether they
have outside space, if they have anyone
else in their household and the size of
their accommodation. There has been a
significant growth in the last few years for
accommodation that provides more flexible
or communal living arrangements, to cope
with demand for those who do not expect to
stay in a particular area for a long period of
time or for those who live on their own but
would like to feel part of a community. This
has played out with the expansion of build
to rent, co-living schemes and co-housing
developments, which actively encourage
residents to mix with their local community,
creating a different market to the traditional
development of flats. However, it is people
in this type of accommodation that has
been affected the worst by the lockdown
restrictions and the communal facilities,
which are usually key selling points (such as
gyms or shared lounges), are now subject to
restrictions, if they are usable at all.
Economics tells us that by making a
commodity scarce its value increases and
this is very true in the case of outside space,

as could be seen in the initial stage of
lockdown when we were restricted to leaving
the house once a day for exercise, to buy food
and medicine or for essential travel. We all
know that having access to outside space,
fresh air and daylight brings substantial
benefits to wellbeing and health. So how can
this be future-proofed for new developments
where communal outside space is important
not just to supplement private space but
also to enable the development of real
communities? This will be the challenge for
master planners, architects and designers to
encourage confidence in public space in a
post-COVID world.

“ How can we avoid
reverting to the type of

development which relies on
the use of the car , ,

From a practical angle, how can common
areas in buildings be future-proofed to avoid
or reduce social interactions where this
is necessary? At the same time, how can
developers encourage new developments
to be communities, not just boxes with roofs
- might we see an increase in community-
led development and more take-up in the
community land trust model?

Location, location, location

At the beginning of lockdown it might have
been considered that the legacy of the
pandemic could be an increase in demand in
rural or semi-rural areas, which enable the
provision of houses with gardens and less
demand for compact housing close to
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development at BDB Pitmans, comments

transport hubs. However, we still have a
housing shortage, a need for more affordable
housing and a way of balancing the market
so that those within “generation rent” who
wish to buy, can buy. We also need housing
to support key growth areas in the UK in
order to support the economy, something
which is now more important than ever.
Until now, easy access to public transport
(particularly train and tube) has been enough
for many when deciding on their preferred
location to live. However, in a post-lockdown
world where we will be discouraged from
using public transport for some time to reduce
the spread of the virus (and may in any event
be reluctant to use it for even longer), how can
we avoid reverting to the type of development
which relies on the use of the car, something
which is now very out of fashion? Might the
answer be in smaller developments within
towns and cities, or on the outskirts of cities
where “active travel” is possible, rather than
larger out of town developments that are built
around a train station? Do towns and cities
have the land supply available to do this?

Will housing really change?

To some extent, the answer is no, certainly in
the short to mid-term. Developments take
years to come to fruition and any changes will
largely be determined by planning policy, land
availability, prices and confidence in return on
investment, which often means offering
housing that is familiar and has a track record
on valuation. This is particularly important for
investors who need reasonable certainty that
their investment will yield a return. Any
changes are likely to be incremental but
investors can play a part in improving
developments in the future by working with
developers who are innovative and look to
improve the experience for end users.  [J[f]
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