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BUILD TO RENT: 
How can Authorities deliver housing that 
meets the needs of their communities 
through build to rent? 
 
 
Purpose-built, professionally managed rental accommodation, 
often known as build-to-rent (BtR), has seen substantial growth 
in the United Kingdom in recent years. While BtR accounts for 
an increasingly large share of the private rented sector, many 
Local Authorities are not yet familiar with it. This event record 
documents a roundtable discussion held on 4 November 2020, 
which brought together a multi-disciplinary panel of 
professionals with substantial experience in the BtR sector. 
Participants discussed a wide range of topics, including 
investor models, design, operations and affordability, and 
shared their views on how Local Authorities can use BtR to 
deliver well-designed homes that meet the needs of their 
communities. The event was developed as part of a year-long 
placement at LB Enfield between October 2019 and September 
2020. This Event Record and the learnings included may 
provide a useful insight to Authorities who are seeking to enter 
the BtR sector. 
 
 
PANELLISTS 
Alex Notay, PfP Capital (Chair) 
Russell Pedley, Assael Architecture 
Rebecca Taylor, Long Harbour 
Justin Carr, London Borough of Waltham Forest 
Kayt Wilson, Enfield Council 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
This event was convened to encourage an open discussion 
between Authorities and BtR developers, to demonstrate how 
the two can work productively together, and to address any 
questions and concerns about the model. The public sector 
has typically viewed BtR as being primarily targeted at single 
households, professionals and sharers, with limited suitability 
for families or the ability to provide genuinely affordable 
housing. Issues of affordability have also sometimes resulted 
in proposals for ‘poor door’ type segregation of tenures or off-
site affordable housing provision, which Authorities want to 
avoid. Conversely, some developers and investors perceive a 
lack of understanding from Authorities in their approach to 
dealing with BtR – leading to poor outcomes. There is a need 
for Authorities to develop better expertise in negotiating and 
working with BtR developers in order to secure the best 
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outcomes for their communities. These conflicts between the 
aims of local authorities and the commercial nature of BtR has 
led an overall closing of ranks rather than productive 
collaboration. 
 
As the sector matures in the UK it is changing, with developers 
now looking to deliver a greater number of family homes at 
lower density and schemes in more suburban locations. BtR 
has the potential to provide high-quality housing at scale, with 
tenure security and meeting specific housing need. However, it 
requires long-term thinking and a degree of constructive 
compromise from all sides. This event aimed to respond to 
these concerns and consider how Authorities can most 
productively enter the BtR sector.  
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CONTEXT 
When discussing BtR, it is helpful to clarify what the term refers 
to, and why this type of housing is becoming more common in 
the UK. Private rented sector (PRS) housing is used to refer to 
all rental homes that are not social-rented. BtR is a specific 
type of private rented accommodation that places an emphasis 
on professional management and resident experience. BtR 
developments incorporate a variety of amenities designed to 
enhance their residents’ experience, and rents typically include 
access to things like WIFI and communal facilities. In order to 
justify the more intensive management that this type of housing 
requires, BtR is usually done at scale, with a minimum of 
around 100 homes per development. 
 
Until recently, large-scale professionally-managed rental schemes 
were not common in the UK, in part due to a cultural preference for 
owner occupation. The split of housing tenure across the UK has 
shifted in recent years, with a growth in rental and a decrease in 
owner occupation – increasing from 2.8 million in 2007 to 4.5 million 
in 2017.1 With demand for rented homes growing, and government 
support for diversifying the tenure and types of homes delivered 
across the country, the last ten years have seen a substantial growth 
in Build to Rent across the UK.2 The capacity for further expansion is 
substantial, with early evidence indicating the sector is 
demonstrating resilience to the covid-19 pandemic despite obvious 
challenges.3 
 
 
  

 
1  Office for National Statistics, Private Rented Sector, (2018) 
2  Savills, UK Build to Rent Market Update – Q4, (Jan, 2021) 
3  Savills, UK Build to Rent Market Update – Q2, (Aug, 2020) 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/articles/ukprivaterentedsector/2018#toc
https://www.savills.co.uk/research_articles/229130/310229-0
https://www.savills.com/research_articles/255800/302742-0
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KEY AREAS OF DISCUSSION 
 
— QUALITY HOUSING PROVISION 

The panel discussed two of the key arguments for Local 
Authorities to support the introduction of BtR in their 
jurisdictions: the quality of the homes and the speed at 
which they can be delivered. There are continuing 
concerns around the quality of housing provided by the 
PRS, with a 2018 report finding 27% of homes failed to 
meet the Decent Homes Standard, a markedly higher 
proportion than those in the owner-occupied or social-
rented sector.4 Though the proportion of poor-quality 
homes in the PRS is falling, the number of dwellings that 
fail to meet the Decent Homes Standard remains high – 
standing at 1.3 million when last recorded in 2016.5 This 
places a burden on authorities to find ways to drive up 
housing quality through enforcement, and more recently, 
private landlord licencing schemes. BtR developments offer 
high quality, professionally managed rental homes. Their 
introduction can help local authorities meet corporate 
objectives around housing quality. 
 

— INCREASED RATE OF DELIVERY 
Panellists also reflected on the scale and pace of delivery 
offered by BtR as another potential advantage for Local 
Authorities seeking to meet their housing targets. While the 
business model of most build to sale developments relies 
on a slow release of homes in order to maximise purchase 
price, the build to rent investment model rewards speedy 
delivery. BtR schemes can deliver more homes, more 
quickly than other methods, helping local authorities meet 
their housing targets and bring in council tax returns more 
quickly.  
 

— INNOVATION IN CONSTRUCTION 
BtR schemes are also well suited to being delivered using 
modern methods of construction, which can further 
accelerate delivery. The panel referred to Essential Living, 
in Greenwich, which was built with offsite modular 
construction, and was delivered nine months faster than it 
would have been using conventional construction methods. 
101 George Street in Croydon, Greystar and Henderson 
Park’s 564-home scheme, was also discussed – the tallest 
modular apartment building in the world and built in half the 
time of a traditional tall building.6  
  

 
4  MHCLG, English Housing Survey: Private rented sector, (2018) p.28 
5  MHCLG, English Housing Survey: Private rented sector, (2018) p.28 
6  HTA, Projects: 101 George Street 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/723880/Private_rented_sector_report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/723880/Private_rented_sector_report.pdf
https://www.hta.co.uk/project/101-george-street
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— INVESTOR ENGAGEMENT 
One panellist explained that understanding why BtR homes 
differ from other housing types requires being aware of the 
drivers for investors who provide financing for their 
development. BtR tends to attract institutional investors, 
such as pension funds, who are looking for stable returns 
over a number of years. Unlike homes built for sale, where 
investors’ interest in a home ends at the point of sale when 
they make their profit, those investing in BtR have a vested 
interest in the longer-term success of the homes. They are 
also motivated to obtain a return on their investment as 
soon as possible, and therefore to get BtR developments 
built and occupied quickly. 
 
Among those investing in BtR developments, there is a 
distinction between medium-term and long-term capital. 
Developers using medium-term capital tend to remain 
involved in their projects for about five to seven years, 
enough time to build a development and let the units, 
before selling it on to a longer-term investor. Longer term 
investors, on the other hand, tend to want to remain 
involved for 10 - 15 years. This type of investor targets a 
lower return on their investment in return for a stable 
income they can rely on for the long term.  
 

— CONNECTING DESIGN AND OPERATION 
The panel discussed how the design of BtR developments 
often differs to that of build to sale, with schemes typically 
focussing on very high-quality public realm and activated 
ground floors, and a larger portion of space allocated to 
community facilities as well as ‘back of house service’ 
areas. The way in which a BtR development will operate is 
an important driver of its design. As described above, 
operators are required to deliver stable returns to their 
investors, and therefore are incentivised to retain tenants 
and avoid the costs associated with units turning over. This 
drives a focus on customer service and amenities, which 
must be built into the design process from start to finish. 
The design needs to be grounded in an understanding of 
what will be important to customer satisfaction; these 
elements must be protected from value engineering during 
the development process.  
 
The panel discussed that in order to ensure that the design 
of proposed BtR schemes will meet the needs of their 
eventual residents, developers and Local Authorities need 
to work closely together. This can require flexibility where 
housing standards have been developed with market sale 
housing in mind. While some specific types of 
developments, such as co-living, do look to reduce the size 
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of homes, for most BtR developments this flexibility is 
about the configuration and arrangement of flats. 
 

— SIZE AND TENURE OF HOMES  
The affordability of BtR homes is a frequently debated 
topic, as rent levels are typically higher than those for 
similarly sized units in the rest of the private rented sector. 
A panellist described that BtR homes tend to include more 
in the headline rent, such as WiFi, building amenities, and 
other services. Rent levels may also go down as the sector 
matures in the United Kingdom. When BtR schemes were 
a new and untested product in this country, developers 
focused on the top end of the market as they could argue 
to investors that if the scheme failed, they could transform 
the flats into luxury for-sale homes. This is now evolving, 
and the roundtable participants all agreed that there is no 
one ‘model’ of BtR but many different options. That said, 
the panellists agreed that while market-rate BtR homes can 
offer a cost-effective option for some households, they are 
not a substitute for affordable housing.  
 
The panel recognised that identifying the appropriate 
affordable housing requirement for BtR developments is 
something many Local Authorities are currently grappling 
with. This is also an area where BtR developers and 
operators take different views and careful negotiation is 
required. While some developers may prefer to make a 
payment to the council to deliver affordable housing 
elsewhere, this will not be acceptable to many Authorities. 
If the decision is taken to deliver the affordable housing on 
site, the tenure and location of this should be carefully 
worked through in close collaboration with the developer. 
 
The panel discussed how delivering social rent or shared 
ownership homes in a BtR scheme adds a layer of 
operational complexity and risk that some developers are 
not willing to take on. As a result, affordable housing in 
BtR, when delivered on site, is often done as discount 
market rent (DMR) homes. In this case, it is important to be 
clear on the level of discount applied, who is eligible for the 
DMR homes and how they are allocated. Depending on the 
location of a BtR scheme, DMR rent levels can seem high 
given the average area income level and Local Authorities 
will need to manage this. How affordable homes are 
integrated into a BtR development also merits careful 
consideration. “Poor doors” (separate entrances to the 
same building for affordable and market rate tenants) and 
amenities that are only for the use of market-rate tenants 
should always be avoided. 
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The size of homes is another topic that local authorities 
have to think about carefully when it comes to Build to 
Rent. Many BtR developers and operators are hesitant to 
develop three-bedroom homes or larger, as they have 
historically struggled to let these. This can put them at odds 
with a Local Authority where the identified local housing 
need is for larger, family-sized homes. The operator 
experience is that when they do let these larger units, they 
often go to sharers rather than families. One reason for 
this, panellists noted, is that many families have negative 
associations with living in blocks of flats with the relatively 
high level of density that build to rent developments tend to 
have. There is work to be done, by Local Authorities and 
BtR developers and operators together, to try to counter 
the perception that living in a flat compromises quality of 
life, and agree the public messaging around the 
introduction of a new BtR development. 
 
As with developments of all tenures, it is important to try to 
find common ground between Authorities who are 
concerned with ensuring new developments meet local 
housing need, and developers whose focus is tailoring their 
offer to market demand. 
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KEY TAKEAWAYS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Reflection on the roundtable discussion and the experience of 
working as Strategy Delivery Manager across the duration of 
the placement highlights some key learnings which may prove 
useful to Authorities delivering purpose built rented homes. 
 
— EDUCATE YOURSELVES ABOUT THE SECTOR 

Roundtable participants encouraged Local Authorities to 
educate themselves about BtR and learn about the options 
available. The more knowledge you have, they 
emphasised, the more successful you can be in 
discussions and negotiations with developers. In particular 
they highlighted the importance of understanding the 
investor perspective, and how their desire for a stable 
return translates into operators having a genuine interest in 
making sure their buildings are well managed. 
Understanding the investor perspective also helps with 
negotiations. Demonstrating how your corporate objectives 
and requirements around unit size and tenure can align 
with investors’ ambitions can be a powerful argument. 

 
— BTR IS NOT ONE SIZE FITS ALL 

Part of this education is learning more about the types of 
schemes that have been developed, and what is possible. 
Examples of what has been delivered elsewhere can 
educate internal and external stakeholders about what BtR 
schemes can deliver in terms of the size and affordability of 
the homes. While early schemes may have been more 
homogenous, a great deal has been learned in a short 
period of time. With investor confidence in this type of 
housing growing, there are now a range of options for 
Local Authorities to consider depending on their housing 
needs and corporate strategies. Roundtable participants 
were particularly keen to challenge the perception that all 
BtR schemes are premium, luxury homes that wouldn’t 
meet housing need in many areas.  

 
— AGREE YOUR CORPORATE STRATEGY AND 

PROCURE INTELLIGENTLY 
For Local Authorities, decision making about BtR should be 
guided by an agreed corporate strategy. Things like the 
approach to incorporating affordable housing, expectations 
around unit size and design quality requirements can be 
set out in a publicly accessible strategy document, or 
incorporated in strategic planning documents including 
Local Plans, design guides or even supplementary 
planning documents. Once a Local Authority agrees its 
approach, being clear and consistent about ambitions and 
expectations in the procurement process is essential, as is 
working closely in partnership once a deal is made.  
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NEXT STEPS 
 
Good decision making requires a solid evidence base and a 
clear strategy, and further research on this topic could examine 
how Local Authorities can establish these for Build to Rent. 
Currently there are substantial disparities between the 
evidence base and methodologies used by Local Authorities to 
evaluate local housing need and the market analysis typically 
undertaken by a BtR developer. They are designed to do very 
different things and therefore use different data sources, 
housing market boundaries and definitions of affordability. 
Research could explore what information local authorities need 
to have in order to negotiate on a more equal footing with BtR 
developers. With the right advice and evidence in hand, 
Authorities will be able better able to obtain the best outcomes 
for their communities. 
 
Authorities also need a clear strategy for how to incorporate 
BtR into the housing mix in their borough. While it is 
increasingly commonplace for Authorities to have a section in 
their Local Plan on BtR, future research could examine how to 
work with the sector in a more innovative way to achieve better 
outcomes for all parties. One of the most controversial and 
challenging issues that Local Authority planning and 
regeneration departments face is managing the degree to 
which affordable homes are integrated into, or separated from 
market-rate homes. While this challenge is not unique to BtR, 
the investment model behind this tenure offers an opportunity 
to address it head on. Institutional investors are increasingly 
driven by the need to demonstrate that, in addition to financial 
return, their investments deliver on a range of environmental, 
social and governance (ESG) criteria. With affordable housing 
in short supply in much of the country, Authorities have a 
compelling case to make to BtR investors to maximise the 
affordable component of their schemes. Future research could 
look into opportunities for innovative new approaches to 
investment, development and management that can ensure 
BtR can deliver the high-quality, sustainable and affordable 
homes that communities need.  
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Purpose-built rental accommodation, often known as build 
to rent, has seen huge growth across the country in 
recent years, accounting for an increasingly large share of 
the private rented sector. For local planning authorities this 
has required applying new skills and knowledge, as well 
as adapting both planning policy and development 
management procedures.

At its best, build to rent can offer authorities a way to grow 
their housing supply, bringing purpose-built 
accommodation, security of tenure and more consistent 
management quality to their communities, at the same 
time as generating long-term income streams. However, 
the sector’s distinct economic models pose challenges to 
councils, as well as risks to successfully providing a 
suitable housing mix to serve their communities. 

This Event Record documents learnings from a roundtable 
held in November 2020, convened as part of a year-long 
placement as Strategy Delivery Manager at London 
Borough of Enfield. It reflects on the key issues authorities 
should consider when considering direct delivery of 
purpose built rental homes, outlining recommendations 
which may act as a starting point for decision making.

#BuildToRent #Council-ledHousing #Delivery

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources



