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About ULI

The Urban Land Institute (ULI) is a non-profit research 
and education organisation supported by its members.
Founded in Chicago in 1936, the Institute now has over
35,000 members in 75 countries worldwide, representing
the entire spectrum of land use and real estate development 
disciplines, working in private enterprise and public 
service.

ULI has been active in Europe since the early 1990s and
today has over 2,200 members across 27 countries. It has 
a particularly strong presence in the major European real
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Netherlands but is also active in emerging markets such 
as Turkey and Poland.

ULI’s mission is to provide leadership in the responsible
use of land and in creating and sustaining thriving 
communities worldwide. The Institute is committed to:

• Bringing together leaders from across the fields of real
estate and land use policy to exchange best practices
and serve community needs;

• Fostering collaboration within and beyond ULI’s 
membership through mentoring, dialogue, and 
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• Exploring issues of urbanisation, conservation, 
regeneration, land use, capital formation, and 
sustainable development;

• Advancing land use policies and design practices that
respect the uniqueness of both the built and natural 
environments;

• Sharing knowledge through education, applied 
research, publishing, and electronic media; and

• Sustaining a diverse global network of local practice 
and advisory efforts that address current and future 
challenges.
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activities, please visit http://europe.uli.org.
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This report

ULI Europe has identified density as a major theme for its content programme. This report is the second of a series of studies
into the impact, implications and importance of density in today’s cities.

The first report, Density: drivers, dividends and debates (June 2015), examined what we mean by the term density, and 
explored the long term benefits density offers to people, the environment and on investments. This was done through 
consultation with ULI members, city experts, and industry leaders.

This report explores the question of density and urban change by looking more closely at the experience of six European
cities. It examines how density may play a role in helping cities in cycles of growth or shrinkage to adapt, prepare and 
succeed in the future. The six case study cities – Birmingham, Dresden, Istanbul, London, Stockholm and Warsaw
– cover a wide span of population trends, political frameworks and spatial evolutions. Together they offer many lessons for
cities in different cycles of development.

Methodology

For this report, we initially undertook historical research on each of the six cities to understand the development path they
have taken and what this means for the appetite of their residents and leaders for city living and future densification. Then, 
we developed detailed case studies for each of the six cities, which each identify the key drivers, enablers and attitudes to
densification, and feature timelines of change. We identified and spoke with four to six specialists in each city – including
city planners, academics, architects and development professionals – in order to clarify and calibrate these cases.

The case studies were used as the basis for discussion with ULI members at workshops that took place in each of the cities,
except for Dresden where the workshop took place in Berlin. The feedback from the workshops was used to update and 
improve the case studies as well as to inform the summary report.
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Executive Summary

Birmingham is a city bouncing back from a 
long period of chronic under-investment in 
infrastructure and flawed attempts by UK central
government to restrict its industrial and office
growth. The effect of these earlier policies was a starting
point of a quite low density city, largely dependent on the
car, and whose families with school age children invariably
preferred the suburbs to the inner city.

Today, after a three-decade journey of re-thinking the city’s
spatial model, Birmingham is growing rapidly once again.
The confidence to deliver attractive mixed-use projects in
and around the city centre has soared thanks to the success
of pioneering schemes such as Brindleyplace, Attwood
Green and Park Central, and renewed leadership efforts by
the Birmingham City Council. Development density has 
increased throughout an expanding city centre as the
shackles of the ‘concrete collar’ are removed.  

Birmingham is on the brink of a structural change in its
economic make-up. Whereas in previous cycles it absorbed
an overspill of corporate and back office functions as a 

result of London’s success, there are signs it is now gaining
permanent front-office capabilities. Thirty-something 
Londoners are leaving for Birmingham in record numbers,
while corporates in out-of-town business parks are moving
back into an enlarging city centre after 20-30 years away.
The conditions are increasingly in place for successful 
densification as one important means to improve overall
city performance.

Increased investor confidence has created a spike in 
investment projects across the region, including in its 
financial, legal, advanced manufacturing, digital and car 
industries. Birmingham’s appetite for this re-urbanisation
and surplus demand is helping it to drive other important
urban ambitions, including a dense and more polycentric
future as set out in the city’s Development Plan to 2031.
Meeting the demands of new economy firms is essential 
to achieving competitive advantage and creating a new
higher value jobs base, or Birmingham will miss out on 
opportunities to capitalise on its knowledge economy and
creative assets.

Figure 1 Population, economy and density in Birmingham’s city limits and functional urban area
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The pace of demand in Birmingham is such that it cannot
be met by business-as-usual approaches. A one-off urban
extension into part of the Green Belt can absorb less than
10% of future growth, meaning new solutions are needed,
including targeted densification. But the city faces some
local opposition and some market hesitation about building
at medium or high densities in the suburbs.

Like other bounce-back cities, Birmingham has to develop
‘pull factors’ for new populations while persuading 
established residents that denser growth can make the city
better. Birmingham needs ambitious demonstrator projects
to overcome the myths and memories of failed density in
the past. These important developments are now in train.
The long-awaited Greater Icknield project offers the 
potential to show how dense family housing can work well
on the fringe of the city centre, and can help usher in a
more segmented residential offer. Equally, Smithfield 
Market is a means for Birmingham to prove it can foster 
vitality and vibrancy for a more creative economy. These
can catalyse Birmingham’s latent ‘city of villages’ character,
which would be more capable of sustaining a mix of uses
and age groups at medium and high density.  

Figure 2 Birmingham’s density profile in 2015
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In order to make accelerated progress on density 
Birmingham City Council has been highly proactive in
using its assets. Its municipal housing trust is now the
largest public sector developer in the UK, and it is also 
active in the booming private rented sector (PRS).  The
value of access to large landholdings, an Enterprise Zone
that simplifies planning, financial tools such as tax 
increment financing (TIF), and a new development agency,
is also becoming clear. Birmingham has assembled the tool
box needed to promote densification.

Birmingham’s density outlook
Birmingham is turning the corner more sharply than any of
the other case study cities in this review. To accelerate its
progress it needs the range and quality of housing that can
serve its growing high value services economy and limit
further suburban expansion. The alignment of public and
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Figure 4 Birmingham’s journey towards good density private sector interests is driving a collaborative new cycle
of higher quality development, more mindful of the larger
space and destination qualities and not just the building
asset. The clustering of buildings at higher densities will
need to be accompanied by upgrades to schools, skills,
public realm, arts and public safety. The imperative to 
diversify housing also applies to ownership models and 
affordability, which also have a role to play in driving 
densification.

A new transport pipeline is the major enabler of future 
densification in Birmingham. The expanded tram system, 
a lengthened airport runway, and sequence of rail station 
refurbishments have given confidence to capital and 
businesses. 

High Speed 2 (HS2) is the real game changer - adding vital
rail capacity that will improve Birmingham’s international
visibility and its links to London and northern England.  
It creates a ‘once in a century’ impetus to densify the city
centre and encourage a complementary offer east of the 
city centre at UK Central station. To leverage HS2 fully will 
require long-term strategic planning in order to ensure the
right mix of real estate and amenities.

Improved regional collaboration offers a major opportunity
for a step change towards building a collective and 
integrated economic and spatial strategy. Historically, low
density in Birmingham was partly a product of competition
and siloed initiatives among different local authorities. In
2015, the prospect of a West Midlands Combined Authority
is also a new major opportunity for a step change towards
building a collective and integrated economic and spatial
strategy. This heralds the potential for a strategic 
approach to densification that gets to grips with 
travel-to-work patterns, identifies regional strengths and
builds a coherent and compelling message about the past
and future of both Birmingham and the West Midlands.
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Figure 5 Timeline of economic and spatial change in Birmingham
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History of urban change in Birmingham

2.1 Modern Birmingham and spatial development
Birmingham’s spatial model was largely defined by the 
investment and population influx of the Industrial 
Revolution, when Birmingham became renowned as a city
of 1,000 trades. Factories were located in the heart of the
city, and much of the working population was concentrated
in cramped and dense ‘back-to-back’ housing 
developments.1 Small workshops and production units 
located next to residential quarters as Birmingham became
a global centre of industrial innovation. 

Kickstarted by the leadership of Joseph Chamberlain, the
process of slum clearance grew Birmingham’s stock of
larger Victorian and Edwardian buildings. The city acquired
a more liveable network of streets and squares and 
benefited from investments in gas and water works, as well
as recreation spaces. These earned Birmingham the title of
‘best governed city in the world’.2 Wealth creation enabled
the new middle class to move to more spacious suburbs –
facilitated by the growth of the railway network.3

The nature and evolution of Birmingham’s industrial 
development was a key reason it became more suburban in
character than other British cities. Its newfound affluence in
the 1920s and 1930s co-incided with the boom in 
semi-detached suburban living and mass car ownership.
The desirability of the inner city suburb of Edgbaston also
became a leitmotif for other areas in the aspiration for low
density neighbourhoods, and the city helped pioneer the
garden city movement that endorsed wide roads and 
spacious estates. With motor factories moving out to the
city fringes, car culture became deep-rooted. Birmingham
became deeply attached to the idea of gardens, abundant
green space and private housing, a phenomenon that 
endures to this day.

Postwar containment and planning failures
The Second World War inflicted damage on the city fabric,
but the major spatial change that altered Birmingham’s 
density profile was the introduction of the Green Belt in
1955.4 This protected ring of green and agricultural land
was second only in size to London’s own greenbelt. Its strict
development controls effectively diverted population growth
to the surrounding shire districts. The Green Belt is largely
credited for having prevented the emergence of a 
continuous urbanised zone in the West Midlands.5

In the immediate post-war years, restrictions on the 
agglomeration of industry prevented factories from setting
up in the inner city without the permission of central 
government.7 Comprehensive redevelopment areas in the
inner city accelerated the dispersal of population to new 
estates such as Chelmsley Wood and Castle Vale as well as
to neighbouring areas, such as Redditch and Telford. Later,
a boom in office jobs was cut short by central government
fearful of over-concentrating investment in the city at the 
expense of other English regions. The Control of Office 
Employment Act 1965 halted a new wave of growth by 
effectively banning office development for two decades, 
and left the city dependent on an artificially small number 
of sectors.8

Map by Alasdair Rae. Data from DCLG 2015. © Crown Copyright and Database Right

Figure 6 Birmingham and West Midlands Green Belt 6
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The effect of government policy in the second half of the
20th century saw the city’s physical footprint expand
but its population decline - by 12 percent  over the 
period.10 At the same time, Birmingham’s modernist urban
planning had a number of lasting effects on the city’s 
spatial DNA.11

• The CBD became a heavily single-use commercial zone
with limited residential options.

• The new Inner Ring Road became a physical and 
psychological barrier – a so-called ‘concrete collar’ 
that sealed off the CBD from non-motorised access.12

• Outer ring roads integrated with the national motorway
network, increasing the attraction of car ownership.  

• High-rise developments surrounded by empty spaces
replaced the stock of dense Victorian and Edwardian
housing in the centre and inner belt.13 The concentration
of public sector housing in big clusters, both in high
and low density projects, resulted in un-mixed 
communities that lacked stewardship and entered 
into spirals of decline.

• Disinvestment in the public transport network left 
Birmingham as one of the most car dependent cities 
of its class. Its extensive tram network was entirely 
removed in 1953 and many suburban rail routes 
cancelled. Public transport ridership fell by nearly 
50 percent in two decades,14 and by 1990, Birmingham
was the only major city in Western Europe without a
light rail system. Transport deficits denied many in
mono-tenure suburbs access to work, reducing the 
vitality of places.

This set of factors seriously weakened the incentives and
options to increase densities outside Birmingham’s city
centre, and locked Birmingham in to, by European 
standards, a relatively low density sprawl model. 

Here we are dealing with what is clearly an over-congested area, and 
indeed the congestion is getting worse…The Government, therefore,
thought it timely to take steps to control the growth of office 
accommodation in Birmingham and the rest of the Birmingham 
conurbation before it got out of hand, in the same way as they control 
the growth of industrial employment.

I should like to give figures to show the threatening situation which must
be faced…service employment increased by 27 per cent, a faster rate of
growth than in any other region.

– The Minister of State, Board of Trade Mr. George Darling, 19659

“

“

Figure 7 Birmingham’s spatial development 
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Turning the corner
By the 1980s, structural industrial decline had 
triggered a change in planning practices. Quality 
of life and place emerged as policy priorities as the city
sought to diversify and compete in a services and 
knowledge economy.  The experience of large public 
housing projects such as Chelmsley Wood and Castle Vale
had demonstrated the potential and the limitations of 
different types of housing estate lay-out. Resident efforts to
stop road development were also gaining traction. Efforts to
revitalise the central city were kick-started by the Highbury
Initiative under the leadership of Sir Albert Bore (see box).  

This new phase of leadership sparked a series of 
development initiatives pursued throughout the 1990s – 
including Europe’s largest mixed-used redevelopment 
project in 1993 at Brindleyplace. Projects like Symphony
Court, across the Brindley Loop Canal, was one of the first
city centre residential developments in this new cycle, albeit
of fairly modest densities. Better quality social housing
came online with the help of Urban Development Grants.17

At the same time, Birmingham’s professional services 
economy began to boom, albeit temporarily, with the arrival
of law and accountancy firms. 

The Highbury Initiative also paved the way for the return 
of a tram network. Opened in 1999, the first line ran from
Wolverhampton to Birmingham, although further expansion
was stymied by a lack of funding. Nonetheless, it was clear
by the end of the 1990s that Birmingham was visibly 
attempting to adopt a new approach to urban quality and
density. Investment began in new international class assets,
including at New Street and Snow Hill stations.  

2.2 A return to growth and a new perspective 
on density
Since the turn of the century, Birmingham’s 
population has returned to growth, in part fuelled by
immigration and high birth rates as a result of the city’s
young demographic profile. Demand for such space has
been increasing and new apartment projects in the city 
centre such as Liberty Place and Kings Edwards Wharf 
have highlighted the potential for a new style of living 
in the city.18

Sir Albert Bore and the Highbury Initiative
Sir Albert Bore has been a central figure in Birmingham’s political landscape for
nearly 30 years, and can be credited as one of the driving forces behind the city’s
physical and economic redevelopment. In 1988, he was instrumental in setting up an
international design symposium, the “Highbury Initiative” in which the City Council
invited local stakeholders and international experts to participate in a ‘formalised
brainstorm’, with the aim of solving the city’s spatial and architectural problems.

The Initiative drew attention to Birmingham’s unappealing core, and the problems
caused by the inner ring road. It has since been seen as a watershed period in 
Birmingham’s spatial change, which activated major projects to break the ‘concrete
collar’ and expand the city centre to incorporate distinctive quarters such as the 
Jewellery Quarter and Southside. 

Sir Albert Bore was himself Council leader from 1999 to 2004, and returned to the
same office in 2012. He has recently been central in getting a ‘City Deal’ for 
Birmingham from national government, which included the creation of an Enterprise
Zone and greater use of the city’s business rates as a financial instrument for 
infrastructure development. 

Birmingham has rediscovered its 
self-belief

– Andy Street, Chairman, Greater Birmingham and
Solihull Local Enterprise Partnership

Source: FT, 28th September 2015

“

“
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Over the last decade density in Birmingham’s city centre 
has increased significantly, with development helping to
add an extra 25 residents per hectare. The concentration 
of employment has created over 100 extra jobs per hectare
compared with 2001, a far bigger change than any other
part of the region. Residential densities now routinely reach
80-100 dwellings per hectare (dph) in the City Centre. 
The area is being effectively expanded beyond the Inner
Ring Road (see Figure 8 ) to overcome the ‘concrete collar’
effect.19

As the centre of Birmingham gradually becomes more
dense and mixed-use, it is increasingly attractive to the
under 35s, especially students and young professionals.
There also signs of the over 55s returning to the city. The
City Centre has not yet, however, been able to create the
housing and lifestyle offer to appeal to families.

Planning ahead
The City’s most recent spatial plan, the Birmingham 
Development Plan actively responds to the growing 
population pressures.21 Higher densities on brownfield
sites are a priority, especially around transport stations.22

Planned intensification sites include:

• Eastside, which maximises the potential of the HS2
station in the area included in the Birmingham Curzon
HS2 Masterplan including a range of commercial and
residential development.

• Snow Hill station will see further commercial 
densification and mixed-used developments.23

• Birmingham Smithfield, which capitalises on the 
opportunity presented by the relocation of the Wholesale
Markets out of the City Centre with a focus on 
residential, cultural and leisure uses (see box). 

Figure 8 City centre spatial structure showing planned core expansion 

Source: Birmingham City Council
© Geoperspectives, supplied by Bluesky international
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The scope to densify is greater in some areas than others:
historic districts such as the Jewellery Quarter are 
constrained by their character and planning restrictions.
Birmingham’s 2003 Tall Buildings Strategy High Places 
restricts the construction of buildings higher than 
15 storeys to an east-west ‘ridge’ that includes Digbeth 
and Eastside.25

An agenda for change
Today the Birmingham Development Plan estimates that
89,000 additional homes will be needed by 2031, but only
half can be supplied on brownfield land. Targeted 
greenbelt development is needed to respond to 
population pressures, with the council stressing that this
must be at slightly higher densities than achieved 
previously. 2.7 sq km of land has been released from the
Green Belt in Langley to provide 6,000 new homes at an 
average density of 35-40 dph.26

Towards a polycentric city?
Despite the concentration of development activity in the city
centre, Birmingham is seeking ways to bring a polycentric
model into being. A network of growth centres is planned 
to align with growth in six economic growth areas.27

For example an advanced manufacturing hub is taking
shape in East Aston, and a life science cluster is springing
up around the Queen Elizabeth Hospital and the University
at Selly Oak.28 This includes the relocation of Birmingham
Children’s hospital from its constrained central site, along
with high street upgrades, new housing and a new 
biomedical innovation centre at a nearby research park. 

Figure 9 City Centre Enterprise Zone24

Sourced: Birmingham City Council

“In order to ensure that best use of land is
made a minimum density of 40 dwellings per
hectare will be expected in the suburbs with
higher densities in the City Centre, other 
centres and along transport corridors.

– Birmingham Development Plan, 2012

“

“
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Despite the promise of diversified economic development, there are challenges in delivering medium or high density 
mixed-use sites beyond the expanded city centre. Market norms and public opinion are clear barriers to higher densities 
in the suburbs. Greater pace and scale may be needed if goals are to be met.

Source: Birmingham City Council
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Current trends and future drivers of 
density in Birmingham 

Today the major driver of spatial change in 
Birmingham is rapid population growth. Birmingham
is growing at a rate of around 1 percent a year, both 
because of net international migration of over 3,000 a year,
and natural increase, especially among second generation
migrants reluctant to leave their established social 
networks. The city is attracting large numbers of residents
from Pakistan, Poland, India, Spain, Romania and China.30

Almost a quarter of Birmingham’s residents were born 
outside of the UK (compared to 11 percent  in the West
Midlands as a whole). 

International students – many of whom favour city centre
living - are also of growing demographic importance, while
conferences at venues such as the National Exhibition 
Centre (NEC) and ICC play a critical role in the local 
economy. There is little evidence of population pressure in
Birmingham abating. Unlike most of the UK, Birmingham
has a young demographic profile – 45 percent  of its 
residents are under 30. 
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Birmingham’s economic restructuring is a major
driver both of high densities in the city centre, and more
dense development in economic zones located near to the
city’s most deprived communities in order to maximise 
inclusiveness: 

• Concentrated in the city centre, the business and 
financial services sector is a key growth industry for
Birmingham.  Disruption and innovation in the legal, 
insurance and banking sectors is helping Birmingham
compete with the promise of operational efficiencies and
high quality staff. HSBC, Deutsche Bank, Hogan Lovells,
and Trowers & Hamlins are among those to have already
moved, or agreed to move to Birmingham. These 
businesses are now bringing front office operations 
to high spec offices in the city centre. 

These relocations are changing how Birmingham is 
perceived and raising the demand for quality large-scale
office and residential space within the CBD. HSBC is 

relocating the UK headquarters of its retail bank (along
with 1,000 staff) from London and will occupy nearly
20,000 sq m when it moves in 2017. Deutsche Bank 
will run a full trading floor from Birmingham. 

• Advanced manufacturing is an established sector 
in the region which is driving demand to provide 
high-value research and development (R&D) and 
support services in Birmingham. Previously fragmented
regional supply chains are being brought together to
create denser hubs. Key locations are around Aston 
Expressway and (in the wider city region) Birmingham
Business Park, where a critical mass of engineers is 
taking shape. 

• Growth in the life sciences sector is closely linked to
increased housing development around the university
and hospital. The city’s new life sciences campus will
host three to four storey buildings that provide a mixed
environment for business innovation.

• Food and drink is a growing sector with potential for
50,000 additional jobs. The evolution of this sector 
will also impact the spatial character of the city. The 
relocation of the wholesale food market from the city
centre to Witton frees up a large swathe of central city
land for a new mixed-use development (see box), and
removes a significant barrier to expanding the city 
centre further towards Digbeth. 

Birmingham is doing very well at the moment. It is growing across a 
number of sectors. You are going to see continued growth in financial 
and professional services.

– Sir Albert Bore, Leader of Birmingham City Council

Source: FT, 28th September 2015 

“

“

Figure 12 Employment density of Birmingham and wider metropolitan region, 201131

Source: Duncan Smith, LuminoCity3D
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Smithfield Market
Large, high quality and mixed-use sites at medium to high density in Birmingham’s city centre have been few and far 
between. Today the regeneration of Smithfield Market is a new opportunity to demonstrate the possibilities. Enabled by
relocating the largest wholesale food market in the UK three miles north, over the next 10 years the 14 hectare site is 
set to deliver 1,000 homes, 3,000 jobs and a raft of new cultural facilities. In effect the project will more than treble the
floorspace in the area and dramatically increase the density of interactions.

Smithfield Market is an important chance for Birmingham to prove it can sustain vitality and vibrancy that can appeal to
workers in its higher value economy. Pedestrianisation of some local streets, and an emphasis on quality landscaping,
are part of the aim to become a landmark space that will attract niche retailers and host prestigious events. Proximity to
the Bull Ring shopping complex is another important advantage.

The capacity to develop such a large area has been made possible by the fact that Birmingham City Council owns all 
the land, and that it is in the City Centre Enterprise Zone eligible for funding. This has allowed the project to take an 
ambitious approach to reducing road and car-oriented infrastructure, including large car parks. The Midland Metro 
tram system is being integrated into the site, improving access to the high-speed rail terminus in Curzon Street.32

The project highlights a renewed sense of pride in Birmingham’s historic city centre spaces. Redevelopment could help
unlock a corridor of residential and commercial development along the River Rea Corridor heading south. 

Figure 13 The Smithfield Market as outlined in Birmingham’s Big City Plan

Source: Birmingham City Council
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The enablers and constraints of 
density in Birmingham

Transport
The major enabler of increased density in Birmingham, 
especially beyond the city centre, will be transport 
infrastructure improvements. A number of key projects are
either underway or in the pipeline for the city, which are 
expected to increase the city’s capacity to create hubs for 
intensification. These include: 33

• High Speed 2 would not only bring Birmingham
within 49 minutes of London, but dramatically increase
regional rail capacity. The plan for a fully integrated
transport interchange, close to Jaguar Land Rover’s
plants and Fujitsu, is called ‘UK Central’. It already has a
Master Plan drawn up by Solihull Metropolitan Borough
Council and the Greater Birmingham & Solihull Local
Enterprise Partnership,34 which envisages a large-scale
mixed-use development, capable of supporting 100,000
new jobs and 2,000 new homes. 

In the city centre, HS2 is also driving growth through its
own headquarters in Snow Hill which will employ over
1,000 people and the development of the area around
the HS2 station at Curzon. The Curzon station is now
benefiting from the Curzon Urban Regeneration
Company which has been set up to oversee and deliver
a 140 hectare redevelopment of the site. The whole 
project is set to create 2,000 new homes and 
600,000 sq m of employment space to the east of 
Birmingham’s city centre.35 The higher densities
planned, and the extension of the metro to the terminal,
are intended to fully integrate the district into the 
functional area of the CBD, and extend the city’s 
economic core eastwards.36

• Expansion of Birmingham airport. The 300m extension
to the airport’s runway is expected to make 30 new
routes feasible, including long-haul destinations 
(importantly including China). The first charter service
from Birmingham to Beijing was launched in 2014 and
the Airport continues to host a programme of charter
flights to the Chinese capital for package tour tourists,
run by Hainan Airlines.37

• Expansion of the city’s Metro tram system into the city
centre in 2015 is unlocking a number of opportunities.
Trams and buses are also likely to play a key role along
the corridor between Curzon St and UK Central through
east Birmingham once HS2 comes online. The 
extension to Broad Street along the same time frame 
has provided an incentive to firms such as HSBC to 
relocate in the city centre.

• Upgrade of New Street and Snow Hill stations
are essential to Birmingham’s ambitions in finance and
business services. The Snow Hill Masterplan alone 
earmarks around 200,000 sq m of new office space in
place of a multi-storey car park, with homes for young
professionals also planned nearby as a result.38

• In 2016, the city will be opening its first Bus Rapid 
Transit (BRT) route, SPRINT, running from Birmingham
to Quinton. It is being hailed as metro’s “little sister”,
designed with “turn up and go” timetables (10 minute
frequencies), and could provide similar speeds and 
frequencies to the Metro. Nine lines could be 
operational in the future according to the city’s transport
white paper, including radial and orbital services. 

Amid the promise there are concerns that the pace of
progress with transport infrastructure is too slow, and that
the city remains some years away from a fully 
fit-for-purpose public transport system. 
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Global capital
A strong buy-to-let market in the city fueled a boom in one
and two bedroom new-build apartments in the early 2000s,
and investor appetite is now back after the Global Financial
Crisis (GFC). The West Midlands is one of the most 
popular regions in the UK for foreign investment in recent
years, including from private and institutional funds from
the US, Canada, China, Singapore and Malaysia.

Seven Capital is one of the key players in the local 
residential market. It currently owns around 12,000 new
homes and is set to build up to 3,000 more. Its investments
include 500 homes in a new urban village in the Jewellery
quarter, and hotel and apartment blocks in Five Ways,
Landsdowne House, Broad Street and Ridley House.39

The rapid growth of the buy-to-let market for small 
apartments raises questions about how Birmingham can
ensure the right product balance is brought forward in 
future, especially once its young adult population boom 
begins to age and adopt different housing preferences.

Council leadership
To meet housing targets in Birmingham requires investment
of more than €13 billion from the public and private sector
over the next 15 years. Despite budget cuts, the City 
Council is playing an important role in accelerating 
development in Birmingham. Its Big City Plan set the tone
for a new bold approach to tall buildings, and at the same
time it has become a provider of new homes for both rent
and sale through the Birmingham Municipal Housing
Trust (BMHT). Since its launch in 2009, BMHT has 
fast-tracked nearly 1,500 homes on 35 sites, with a mix 
of tenures and a financial model that allows developers to
‘build now and pay later’.40 The Trust is now building nearly
a third of the city’s homes. Although project densities vary,
many in the suburbs usually fall in the medium density
bracket at 40-50 dph. 

The private rented sector (PRS) is a growing market in
the city, and accounts for nearly a sixth of homes. In 2014
the City Council began working towards a business case for
a wholly owned company to develop homes for market rent.
The Council aims to lead the market and show developers
the opportunities of building new PRS homes at high 
density quickly. A key test is whether the expanding PRS
market can deliver home sizes and amenities to an 
internationally competitive standard.

Enhanced delivery-focused agencies are also now set to
boost Birmingham’s capacity to optimise development 
opportunities. The new Birmingham Curzon 
Regeneration Company, chaired by former CEO of
British Property Federation Liz Peace, is managing the HS2
station redevelopment much more effectively to support the
impending business growth around the site.

These enablers indicate that Birmingham has undergone a
positive step change in approach, but there continue to be
some obstacles on the path to further densification. These
include:

Place-making
Birmingham urgently needs a broader focus on 
place-making. Its ability to attract younger professionals 
relies on a more vibrant street life and flourishing 
independent retail sector. Birmingham also needs pockets
of real identity and sense of place. Some locations do 
possess this appeal - especially Bournville, Digbeth, 
Edgbaston, Four Oaks, Harborne, the Jewellery Quarter,
Moseley and Sutton Coldfield. But many others do not.
This is one reason the city struggles at graduate retention,
compared to some other UK cities.

Good place-making principles are now embedded in the
Council’s local planning policies and several growth areas
benefit from new or existing masterplans (e.g. Greater 
Icknield, Curzon, Smithfield). Central sites such as 
Paradise Circus (now being redeveloped by Argent) and
Arena Central are essential to improving Birmingham’s 
reputation for pedestrian access and high quality public
realm. 

At the same time, Birmingham’s capacity to attract families
with small children back towards the City Centre depends
on a wider mix of residential accommodation, and more
and better schools. The canal network which sustained 
Victorian Birmingham is an important and under-realised
asset that can play a bigger role in enabling densified and
attractive housing.
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Market deliverability
Difficulties in acquiring and developing brownfield land 
include the costs of reclamation, the problems and costs
inherent to land assembly, and until recently, diminished
investor interest after the global financial crisis, which
slowed the pace of redevelopment. Where permitted, the
costs of high rises are raised by the need for expensive 
facades, sprinkler systems, structural and wind loads, and
construction logistics.  

The planning system can be a constraint to development in
the city. In the past a development process to de-risk sites
was absent and the release of central government land was
poorly joined up.  As a result, smaller development 
companies, including Argent, often play an important 
trendsetting role in Birmingham’s appetite to build high
quality medium-to-high density places.  

The simplified planning process afforded by the City Centre
Enterprise Zone is however allowing projects to move for-
ward more quickly. The central government’s post-election
commitment in 2015 to an “urban planning revolution on
brownfield sites” will also need to be supported by progress
on a zonal system that reduces the burden of planning
processes.41

Governance and metropolitan collaboration
Birmingham needs the participation of surrounding local
authorities such as Redditch, Solihull, Sandwell and
Bromsgrove to help contribute to housing supply and to
support an integrated Birmingham-West Midlands labour
market.42 

The forthcoming West Midlands Combined Authority –
which could potentially also have regional economic 
development and planning powers – could make a 
significant difference. With hopes that it could be 
operational by 2016, the national government is making
greater funding (and autonomy) for the metropolitan area
contingent on adopting an elected mayor and a functional
combined authority.43

Cultural challenges
There is certainly some enthusiasm for higher densities 
in central Birmingham, especially among students, 
international migrants and young professionals. But 
ingrained attitudes among families and other residents are a
barrier to increasing densities in suburban areas. Indeed, in
the UK as a whole there are very few examples of greenfield
development being achieved at densities higher than 
40 dph. Preferences for space and gardens reinforce 
housebuilders’ conviction that low density development 
is the only economically sound option for greenfield or
suburban sites. 

In addition, there has until recently been a lack of genuinely
civic debate about density in Birmingham, and a lack of
affinity with the issue as a whole. Good density will likely
depend on developers and public sector leadership, rather
than citizen demand, and so high-quality demonstration
schemes are essential to show the unconvinced what is
possible. 

Finance
Birmingham, like other British local authorities, has limited
financial autonomy from central government to pursue large
scale redevelopment schemes. But the Regional Growth
Fund has played an important role since the financial crisis,
while Tax Increment Financing (TIF) is a promising new 
solution for Birmingham, used to great effect at Paradise
Circus in the central Enterprise Zone. 

Since 2011, the Greater Birmingham and Solihull Local 
Enterprise Partnership (LEP) has also been able to approve
targeted investment for infrastructure works to unlock key
sites. The LEP Enterprise Zone Investment Plan has 
expanded to £275 million by borrowing enterprise zone 
income up to 2023. The package will deliver 
1.4 million sq m of business and commercial floorspace,
and accelerate the improvements to the forthcoming HS2
stations. The ability of the Enterprise Zone to recycle 
revenues into priority projects has made viable many 
projects which needed advance investment in site clearance
and utilities. 
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The revival of Longbridge
At the southernmost end of the city, Longbridge was an industrial estate that suffered severely with the collapse of MG
Rover in 2005. 6,500 jobs were lost, and with them community support and local investment.44 The 468 acre site has
been jointly owned and redeveloped by St Modwens and the Home and Communities Agency over the last decade.45

It is the largest regeneration site in the Midlands, and among the largest in the UK outside London, with a total project
cost of over €1 billion. It is considered an ideal prospect for intensification given how close it is to major motorways
and a suburban rail station with a direct 20 minute connection to the city centre.46

The plan in Longbridge is to achieve compact residential densification close to employment sites, new retail facilities,
and new office and industrial space.47 The intention is to create a town centre that is much more geared around public
transport than other counterparts in the urban area. Residential densities of 40-60 dph are higher than most other 
suburbs in the city.48

The first phase of town centre retail renewal already attracts 30,000 shoppers a week. Phases 2 and 3 will add more 
retail and leisure facilities (e.g. a gym and cinema), including a 3 acre park against a 255m stretch of the river. Next to
the town centre, industrial space being developed includes the Cofton manufacturing centre and R&D facilities at the
Tech Park. The site therefore showcases a model of comprehensive land uses. 

The project is supported by a €10 million central government Growth Fund to boost physical and digital infrastructure,
part of a €40 million infrastructure programme which includes upgrading the rail station, cycle infrastructure, park and
ride schemes, fast broadband and better links to the motorway network.
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Birmingham examples of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ density

Most of Birmingham’s most successful examples
of place-making have been mature low density
suburbs. Birmingham’s high density areas, by contrast,
tend to be more deprived than average, contributing to 
negative perceptions about densification. Ward-level data
shows that Lozells, East Handsworth and Washwood Heath,
all of which have more than 60 inhabitants per hectare, have
high unemployment and educational under-achievement.49

A similar situation is visible in Sparkbrook and Springfield.
There is a deeply held aspiration to live in attractive, 
prosperous suburbs, where residents have high social 
and economic capital.

But since the 1990s – and continuing today - 
demonstration projects have increased confidence in the
city’s ability to build well at high density. Examples include:

• The area of Attwood Green used to consist exclusively
of council-owned and social housing mostly in large
tower blocks. The estates that comprise it used to have
serious social problems including drugs, crime, suicide
and anti-social behaviour. In the late 1990s the City
Council’s Estate Renewal Programme secured over
£75m from public and private sectors, and the housing
stock was transferred to a non-profit social landlord
given powers to partner with private developers. 

Park Central is one of the housing estates in Attwood
Green that has been rebuilt over the past 12 years.50

More than 20,000 sq m of commercial space and new
park land was added to the estate, and all displaced 
residents were guaranteed a home in the area. On 
completion in 2018, 30 percent of the housing will be 
affordable. Partnerships with other developers in the
other smaller estates ensured comprehensive 
regeneration of the whole area. In total 1,400 flats and
maisonettes were demolished and 2,000 houses and
flats built for rent, shared ownership and sale. As a 
result, the average density has increased from 50 to 
70 dph.

The Attwood Green experience illustrates the value of a
bold City strategy which gave confidence to public and
private investors. Long-term financial planning and
management allowed the project to focus on the 
ingredients that will sustain a mix of tenures and avoid
the problems of single income communities.51

• Birmingham City University city centre campus
has opened its first phase which includes television 
studios, libraries, a concert hall, theatre, music hall and
lecture theatres.52 A new seven storey Birmingham
Conservatoire is being rebuilt as a replacement for a
building which is now being demolished for Paradise
Circus. Student housing and retail outlets are planned
as part of the wider project. The campus sets a high
standard for mixed-use spaces in the city centre, 
including among some of the city’s future workforce.53

The city has had its fair share of unsuccessful or 
unsustainable density projects in the past, which provide
useful lessons for the developers of the future. The 
fragmentary effect of road layouts in previous cycles of 
development has deterred pedestrian and bicycle access,
and up to a quarter of daily car trips cover less than a
mile.54 Efforts are now being made to restructure major 
arteries and intersections to make them more amenable to
public transport (e.g. the forthcoming BRT system).

One notorious example of an individual building which 
embodied unpopular density is the city’s Natwest Tower,
which is set to be demolished and rebuilt. Originally built in
the 1970s, its brutalist style and design became widely
viewed as unattractive and incompatible with modern 
workplace needs. Partly due to a lack of investment by 
previous owners, it has been sitting empty since 2003.
Plans to replace it with a higher, better quality building will
add to the CBD’s concentration of higher spec buildings.55
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Birmingham has turned bad density into better density in
recent years by focusing on improved design and social 
infrastructure.

• New Street Station, which opened in the 1960’s, also
stood out as an example of a poorly designed public
space which wasted land, provided poor access and
links to the built environment and felt unwelcoming. 
The major redevelopment, completed in September
2015, now provides new mixed-use retail and an 
uplifting public space that increases the appeal of the
urban realm, especially for visitors and commuters.

• Castle Vale,58 was the largest housing estate in 
Birmingham, and one of the largest in Europe. It was an
area built at relatively high densities but suffered from
mono-tenure, poor urban design, and social and 
economic exclusion. It has since been redeveloped at a
similar density but with improved health, social and
economic outcomes for residents. 

It saw 32 of the 34 tower blocks destroyed and 
replaced by terraced housing, and attempts to bring 
employment closer to the area have resulted in a greater
focus on mixed use development, including more retail
and a small business enterprise park. Public spaces
were also enhanced, and community-building schemes
were introduced. Unemployment levels dropped from
above 20 percent to below 10 percent, and life 
expectancy rose dramatically, pointing to some of the
positive effects of improved design without 
compromising on density. 

Other public spaces have also begun to be reclaimed (e.g.
Golden Square), and the ring roads are better integrated –
for example Great Charles Street Queensway.59 Work is 
underway to relieve the “pinch points” created by the ring
road – e.g. around Holloway Circus - and to remove the
barriers to pedestrian movement they create.60 The road 
network’s radial and ring structure means that it is 
adaptable to a more polycentric system in future. 

Figure 15 Natwest Tower56 and New Street Station, before renovation57

Photo by Erebus555. License: CC-BY-SA 2.0
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Bringing families back to the city centre - Greater Icknield
A new pipeline of family-friendly housing close to the city centre is being brought forward in Greater Icknield, just a
mile west of the CBD along the canal. It has been identified as a key brownfield site to intensify residential led 
mixed-use development.61 Its potential to host up to 3,000 new homes makes it a key feature in the city’s Development
Plan, as the site is a crucial step in the response to Birmingham’s housing shortage.62

The area is considered ideal as it is one of the city’s largest brownfield sites, and is situated within walking and cycling
distance of both the city centre and the local centre of retail and community activity (Dudley Road).63 As such it can
offer a fully walkable district with proximity to existing (and future) public transport (e.g. SPRINT). The site gives 
emphasis to housing combined with retail, employment, leisure and civic amenities. 

While initial development plans fell through because of the financial crisis, the city will shortly be appointing a 
development partner to develop the Icknield Port Loop. This area has been earmarked for around 1,400 homes aimed
predominantly at families, together with a mix of supporting local facilities and uses.65

Housing will be developed at a range of densities from 40-50 dph up to 120 dph in the different density zones 
proposed as part of the indicative masterplan. Densities will start at the medium-range to showcase the quality of 
developments, with the aim of creating a market and residential appetite for higher densities in the medium-term. 
One of the most keenly awaited regeneration sites in Birmingham, it has outline planning consent, enabled by public
ownership of the land.

Figure 16 Proposed spatial development of Greater Icknield64
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Future outlook and the journey towards 
good density

Birmingham as a whole is less dense than it 
could be because of previous generations of planning 
and government policy. Only a quarter of the housing stock
consists of flats, less than half the share of Barcelona or
London. The city has had to work within the constraints of
an incomplete public transport system and a commercial
core without the all-day vibrancy to attract and retain talent.  

Birmingham is turning the corner very rapidly, and 
beginning to escape these path dependencies in order to
move to a higher density model. There is widespread 
recognition among the city’s planners, decision-makers 
and regeneration professionals of the need to achieve
higher densities in future, as long as this is delivered with 
a high quality of design and placemaking. The city has a

major window of opportunity to grow through increased
densities and become a more competitive and liveable city
on the international stage.  

A rapidly changing economic dynamic is creating the 
appetite within both the City Council and the wider property
industry to become a much bigger, more vibrant and more
densely populated city. The Council in particular has 
become a leader and a demonstrator to show others what 
is possible in what is historically a green and suburban city
averse to the idea of density.

Birmingham’s current development plan has already 
identified key sites for future densification. These include
extending and densifying the CBD with more mixed-use 
development (e.g. Snow Hill, Jewellery Quarter, Digbeth),
and the network of economic zones nearer the edge of the
city.66 At the same time, the consolidation of city-scale 
capabilities, especially its university research and hospital
functions, is an important avenue for intensifying land use.

Figure 17 Fundamentals of success for good density in London

The City of Barcelona is less than half the size of Birmingham but is home to
500,000 more people. 
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Public transport projects are key to Birmingham (and the region’s) future densification potential. While the current system 
is under-developed, planned increases in service frequencies, the restoration of suburban rail routes, and both a radial and
orbital BRT network (which would include 9 lines) will allow densification.68 Improving radial networks between major cities
in the region will help to develop poles between them, while orbital networks will help connected polycentric hubs to each
other without congesting the centre.69 

Figure 18 Greater Birmingham’s future growth hubs67

Source: Centro
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Birmingham’s pivotal role in HS2 will also provide
a one in 50 year opportunity to become a higher
density and more polycentric city.74 Not only will the
area around the city centre station become much more 
densified and vibrant, under the stewardship of the new 
regeneration company, expanding the central cluster of 
economic activity.75 HS2’s arrival at Birmingham airport
also presents a once in a generation opportunity to expand
and upgrade the city’s spatial economy The development of
the area around the HS2 interchange is likely, over time, to 
become a major new piece of city, with thousands of homes
plus commercial and office development. This area is likely
to have a different offer and a different style of living that 
increases choice in the region as a whole. 

Among the three different scenarios currently being 
considered, Scenarios 2 and 3 would achieve a density of
between 75 and 125 dph.  The long-term horizon of HS2
means that it could take up to 25 years for UK Central to
reach its full potential.

A number of important challenges have emerged for 
Birmingham to leverage HS2 fully:

• how the new development adds value to Birmingham as
a whole rather than competing with Birmingham for the
same assets. 

• how to complement its likely logistics functions with
amenities that create vibrancy. 

• how to embed strategic global thinking into its 
long-term planning, in particular in thinking of 
Birmingham’s future economic roles in a dynamic 
global system of cities.

It is clear that Birmingham has begun to turn the corner and
many of the ingredients are falling into place – cross-sector
leadership, well applied development tools, new financing
arrangements that use density positively, and an evolving
framework for metropolitan collaboration. What is needed
now is a stronger story making the case for change. 
There is an urgent need for wider civic debate and more
demonstrator projects that are visibly successful in order 
to counter the still prevailing myth that higher densities are
inherently negative. Birmingham needs to find a language
for density that connects with citizens’ aspirations for space,
quality of life and economic opportunity.

Figure 19 Perspectives on Birmingham’s Future Density

Improve district management
“Birmingham’s local centres need higher-density urban living, design 
excellence, and management decisions that are taken by people with 
experience of running visitor attractions”

Nick Corbett, Director of Transforming Cities.71

Preserve Birmingham’s character
“Birmingham City Council has focused on demolition of beautiful 
buildings and infilling the space with high density flats or allowing 
conversion of Victorian homes into bedsits. This may meet the short
term housing needs of the city but does it meet the future economic 
and cultural needs of the city? The answer is a clear no.”

Robert Alden, Conservative Councillor for the 
Erdington Ward  72

Keep the focus on quality
“We need housing of higher density than we are used to, but they 
need to be comfortable and appropriate for 21st century living” 

Ian Ward, Labour Councillor – Deputy Leader of 
Birmingham City Council 70

Increase confidence in change
“Birmingham's tradition of forever beginning again does not come from
nowhere – it is founded in optimism and ambition and a belief in a better
future – admirable qualities. The downside is having to live in a city
where nothing lasts long, where everything is constantly in flux.”

Joe Holyoak, architect and urban designer 73
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