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I
S the UK set to become a 
nation of renters? Prior to 
the 2007 crash you’d have 
been laughed out of town 
for suggesting the idea. Then 
our homes were not only our 

castles, they were our personal 
banks popping out “equity 
release” banknotes to be spent 
on anything from luxury kitchens 
to liposuction.

Now the landscape looks 
very different. House prices 
are not rising. Developers are 
not building. Banks are not 
lending and by the time 
people get onto the property 
ladder they have their fi rst 
false teeth. Rents are soaring 
yet the minimum average 
deposit for a fi rst-time buyer 
is now £20,000 and much more 
in London. 

It adds up to an imminent 
housing crisis. So says Iain 
Hutchinson, a property 
developer who is convinced it’s 
time for a major cultural shift in 
our attitudes to home ownership.

His new venture is the London 
Rental Housing Company 
(LRHC) which is already looking 
at three sites in Hillingdon, 
Greenwich and Croydon, where 
he proposes to build up to 2,000 
spacious three-bedroom fl ats 
measuring up to 1,100 sq ft and  
suited to sharers, families and 
students. Crucially, they would 
be privately rented in perpetuity 
with no option to buy.

He calls them his easyJet 
answer to the housing problem 
and with low maintenance costs, 
he believes they could be offered 
at below-market rents of around 
£300 per week.

Mr Hutchinson also owns Dent, 
the company that made Big Ben’s 
mechanism, so it’s no wonder 
he looks to Switzerland for a 
housing model that seems not 

to require constant lubrication 
from government grants. In 
Switzerland, and indeed Germany, 
Austria and France, up to a third 
of the population rents on a 
long-term basis, perfectly content 
to do so.

Unburdened by crippling 
mortgages, they are able to enjoy 
a better quality and standard of  
living, save into pensions and buy 
assets like shares and even art. 

While all this seems obvious 
to Europeans, to the British it  
represents a seismic shift in 
thinking. Nevertheless, says Mr 
Hutchinson, the current fi nancial 
climate will force the change. He 
is already in talks with housing 
minister Grant Shapps about his 

“Swiss model” and the changes 
to planning law that would 
be required, 
including the 
proposal that 
LHRC schemes 
be exempt from 
the affordable 
obligation. 

“We are already 
at crisis point 
and behind 
the curve in 
building houses. 
There are 300 
stalled schemes 
in London’s 
boroughs. That’s 150,000 units 
we are not going to see while 
there are currently 1.8 million 

families on the UK housing list,” 
says Mr Hutchinson. 

The abolition of housing targets 
can only make matters worse, he 
says, while population growth in 
London and the likelihood of 
public sector workers fl ocking 
back to the capital in search of 
jobs adds up to a worrying future: 
“We are facing an era of social 
disharmony  and unrest. Housing 
shortages and overcrowding will 
be a key reason.”

Much of this could be avoided, 
he argues, if the British could be 
weaned off their obsession with 
home ownership. LHRC’s target 
audience is what Mr Hutchinson 
calls the “sandwich class”, people 
who do not qualify for social 
housing but can’t afford to buy.

He is adamant land is available 
and is looking for another 15 sites. 
He believes it’s better to start 
from scratch than take over failed 
developments. “I know many of 
these sites have section 106 
(planning) agreements but I’d 
rather not be held to a document 
someone else signed,” he says.

He is also keen to bring the 
effi ciency savings he has seen 
in Swiss schemes, purpose-built 
housing made of durable 
materials that are effi cient to 
maintain. He characterizes them 
as “built to last 200 years...with 
industrial strength fi nishes to 
common areas.”

He does not believe smaller 
buy-to-let investors will plug the 
housing gap. “The model is 
premised on capital appreciation 
in property values. The latest 
fi gures (from The Economist) 
suggest UK property is already 30 
per cent overvalued,” he says.

What if house prices begin to 
rise again in the spring? Catherine 
Penman, head of research at 

Carter Jonas, 
says: “House 
prices have 
started to fall and 
further downward 
pressure is 
expected and 
indeed to increase 
in momentum as 
we enter 2011 and 
continue 
into 2012.”

In addition to 
these gloomy 
forecasts, lending 

criteria continues to remain tight 
so renting looks set to become an 
increasingly attractive option. 

PROPERTY developer Cathedral 
Group has just signed an agreement 
with Bromley to redevelop its high 
street area.

Ideas include a continental-style 
piazza. Nothing new there. Still, 
saying goodbye to the 600-space 
car park that the 1960s planners 
kindly dumped on Bromley will be 
a major improvement.

Bromley is London’s largest 
borough but it currently has no 
cinema, no upscale restaurants and 
no business hotel.

Residents now have the chance to 
give their input as the proposals will 
go to a series of public consultations.

While the affordable housing 

element should win hearts one 
wonders if they will opt for a town 
centre scheme that replicates so 
many others throughout the UK?

Chain names now so dominate 
the high streets that these days it’s 
impossible to tell whether you are in 
Horsham or Hexham.

Brands who have sent in offers to 
Cathedral so far include Carluccio’s 
and Yo! Sushi.

Vue Cinemas and Travelodge are 
also on board. 

The proposed scheme will also 
create 173 apartments including 
affordable fl ats and a new 400-space 
underground car park. 

Though well-connected via train to 
London, Cathedral also proposes to 
introduce a car club and Boris 
Johnson-style bicycle rental scheme.

Work will start on the site next 
year, completing in 2012. 
 
INFORMATION:
www.cathedralgroup.com

MANY loft conversions 
designed to create an 
additional bedroom try to 
squeeze in an en suite 
bathroom or shower room as 
well. More often than not, the 
bedroom has taken most of the 
space and the fi rst thing to be 
sacrifi ced is usually the bath. 

Baths take up a lot of fl oor 
area compared to showers 
however the shower head 
needs to be high enough for 
someone to stand under it. 
Many loft bathrooms have 
sloping ceilings making this 
tricky in which case a bath 
makes better use of space.

Increasingly, stand-alone 
baths are to be found in 

bedrooms with the shower, 
basin and WC in the en suite.

It can seem decadent and 
luxurious and is a trick often 
used in boutique hotels. It can 
work in a loft too. 

Even when a loft en suite is 
small, it can be luxurious. You 
may be able to justify more 
expensive tiles in a smaller 
bathroom, for example.  

Here are some tips for 
anyone embarking on such
a project:
❍ Using roof windows 
to enhance the sense 
of spaciousness. 

❍ Keeping lines clean and 
simple helps create the illusion 
of space. Don’t try to cram too 
much into a small space.
❍ Good ventilation is essential 
to dissipate steam and avoid 
condensation but don’t overdo 
it at the cost of insulation.
❍ If you are creating a master 
bedroom in the loft, an en suite 
may add much more value 
than it costs to install so it’s 
worth trying to budget for it.
❍ A bathroom is not classifi ed 
as a “habitable” room so a 
direct means of fi re escape is 
not required.

INFORMATION:
www.architect-yourhome.com

Tap up the loft to add in a relaxing bath

Residents to 
shape their 
own borough

By Hugo Tugman 

High time for a change
LOOKING TO FUTURE:
Iain Hutchinson, 
whose company made 
Big Ben’s mechanism,
feels Britain should be 
searching abroad for a 
housing solution

‘We are facing 
an era of social 

disharmony
and housing 

shortages will 
be a key reason’

HIT THE HEIGHTS:
Try to squeeze an 
en suite into your 

loft conversion

ANDREA WATSON 
asks whether it’d 
be best to give up 
home ownership 
and adopt the 
continental model
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