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Executive Summary 

 

Broadly similar to an option agreement, a land promotion agreement typically involves a contract 

between a landowner and a land promoter whereby a land promoter undertakes to promote and pay 

the associated costs of promoting the landowner’s land through the planning system.  If a planning 

consent is obtained within the period of the promotion agreement, the land is usually sold. Typically, 

the land promoter receives 10%-15% of the proceeds from the land sale and, in addition, is usually 

repaid the costs incurred in promoting the land. 

 

This report investigates the characteristics of specialist land promotion in the UK and assesses the 

significance of the sector in the housing land market.  Funded by the David Robins Fund at the 

University of Reading, the research project involved both qualitative and quantitative methods. The 

qualitative research consisted of 12 interviews with individuals who had leadership roles in specialist 

land promotion firms. The main findings from the interviews are summarised below.  

 

 Whilst specialist land promoters have been involved in the strategic housing land market for 

decades, the adverse impacts of the Global Financial Crisis on volume housebuilders, and 

subsequent increased pressure on local authorities to ensure a five-year housing land supply, 

stimulated the expansion of the land promotion model in the last decade.  

 

 The expansion of the land promotion model in the strategic housing land market has provided 

an additional method for landowners to transfer planning risk and to access the capital and 

expertise needed to promote land through the planning system and fund required 

infrastructure works. The key appeal to landowners of land promotion agreements compared 

to option agreements with volume housebuilders is that the promotion process culminates in 

an open-market land sale.  

 

 Specialist land promotion firms tend to be relatively small and may be privately owned or 

subsidiaries of financial institutions, and real estate development, investment and/or 

construction companies.  

 

 Since specialist land promoters often have close relationships with other larger businesses, 

the distinction between specialist land promoters and the promotion activities of real estate 

development and investment companies can be particularly difficult to draw. This research 
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adopts a definition of specialist land promoters that excludes master developers and 

companies whose main business is real estate investment, development or management of 

large land holdings. 

 

 The business models of specialist land promoters can vary with their capacity or inclination to 

undertake capital-intensive infrastructure provision. In addition, it is possible to distinguish 

between land promoters who mainly focus on buying and promoting land and those who 

partner with landowners to promote their land.     

 

 Reflecting the different types of specialist land promotion companies, different firms have 

different sources of capital. Most rely on equity funding from retained profits, parent firms, 

consortia of high-net-worth individuals or global financial institutions.  

 

 Whilst there is a spectrum of strategies, some land promotion firms presented themselves as 

adopting collaborative, patient, plan-led, promotion strategies whilst others were 

characterised as adopting more opportunistic and aggressive “smash’n’grab” strategies.  

 

 Promoters argued that: 

 

 Their increased presence in the strategic housing land sector has reduced the market 

power of the volume housebuilding industry that has become increasingly consolidated. 

 Whilst there is no empirical evidence to support the contention, a number argued that 

the growth of the land promotion sector should have resulted in increased housing land 

supply and speed of housing delivery. 

 The expansion of the land promotion sector has increased the aggregate resources 

allocated to searching for housing development sites. 

 They allocate a proportion of their resources to sites that volume housebuilders would 

not otherwise promote, perhaps due to risk or size. In particular, following the Global 

Financial Crisis, they contended that they often provided the only available opportunity 

for landowners to access the capital and expertise required to promote their potential 

housing land. 

 They are incentivised to obtain planning permission and dispose of consented land to 

housebuilders as quickly as possible in order to recoup capital invested in land promotion. 
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 They provide an additional source of ‘immediate land’ for volume housebuilders, enabling 

them to manage their supply chains more efficiently. 

 The activities of land promoters have motivated local authorities to ensure that housing 

land supply targets are being met. 

 The parcelling of large sites has resulted in faster build out rates with several 

housebuilders able to build out consents concurrently.    

 

In addition to the interviews, data on planning applications were analysed to assess the relative 

importance of various stakeholders, including specialist land promoters, in the strategic housing land 

market. For the period from June 2018 to June 2019, data on planning applications for residential 

development schemes of 100 units or more in the UK was extracted from Glenigan’s database. The 

extract comprised 4,613 sites accounting for 2,009,037 units in the UK (including London). 

 

 The data suggest that the volume housebuilders (c35% of units), real estate development and 

investment firms (c30%) and landowners (c13%) dominate the market for strategic housing 

land.   

 

 Of the outline consents granted to housebuilders, Barratt, Persimmon and Taylor Wimpey 

accounted for over a third (37%) of units, and the top eight (Barratt, Bloor, Bovis, Cala, 

Countryside, Crest Nicholson, Persimmon and Taylor Wimpey) accounted for nearly 60% of 

the total number of units with outline consent. 

 

 Distinguishing between different participants within the strategic land market was a major 

challenge.  Many market participants seem use to land promotion models but land promotion 

is not their main business activity. In particular, some real estate development and investment 

companies have significant land promotion divisions.  Previous research has classified such 

firms (as well as master developers) as land promoters.   

 

 However, a definition of land promotion firms restricted to relatively autonomous firms 

specialising in land promotion suggests that they are relatively less important in the strategic 

housing land market. In the study period, such specialist land promoters accounted for just 

under 2% of units with outline consent.   
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The creation and expansion of the Land Promoters and Developers Federation as an industry 

association since 2018 signals the maturing of the sector. Distinguishing itself from the Home Builders 

Federation, the main land promotion firms seem to have felt the need for a collective voice to 

represent it to government, to improve awareness of the sector and to collectively provide resources 

to members.  

 

As the volume housebuilding sector has regained profitability following the Global Financial Crisis and 

the planning environment has evolved, the conditions that fuelled the expansion of the land 

promotion sector have changed. At the same time, the land promotion model is now embedded in 

the strategic housing land market. This is unlikely to shift significantly as long as planning risk remains 

high for landowners and large increases in land value can be realised following a planning consent. 

However, as the planning system continues to evolve under pressure to assist in the delivery of more 

housing, it remains to be seen in what form the land promotion business model will endure, 

particularly if there is a concerted move towards a ‘zoning style’ planning system in England which 

could potentially reduce the degree of planning risk that can be commodified and profited from by 

the land promotion sector. 



The role of land promoters and promotion in the housing land market 28 April 2021 

1 
 

1 Introduction 

 

This report investigates the characteristics of the specialist land promotion sector in the UK and 

assesses the significance of the sector in the housing land market. Whilst many private, public and 

not-for-profit landowners and development companies engage in land promotion activities, land 

promoters are defined1 here as businesses whose main activity is the promotion of land on behalf of 

third party landowners and/or the purchase of strategic land with the objective of adding value2 by 

changing the planning status, usually by securing outline planning permission for residential 

development. Typically, this added value is realised by selling the land to housebuilders. Similiar to 

master developers, some land promoters may also provide enabling infrastructure where required. 

 

While there is a growing belief that land promoters have become increasingly significant participants 

in the residential land market, there has been little research on this emergent sector. This report 

presents findings from interviews with specialist land promoters and an analysis of land promoter 

activity in the UK residential land market.  The interview findings focus on the perspectives of 

specialist land promoters regarding the drivers for the emergence of the sector, business models 

and strategies adopted, the types of sites promoted and how land promoters engage with the 

planning system.  

 

The land promoters interviewed as part of the research understandably made claims about the 

benefits afforded to housing delivery by their activity. In brief, the argument presented is that by 

taking on the planning risk associated with promoting a site for residential development, the 

successful specialist land promoter is improving the efficiency by which ‘de-risked’ sites ready for 

development can be supplied to housebuilders. Indeed, an article produced in 2020 by the Land 

Promoters and Developers Federation (LPDF) and Barton Willmore (a national planning consultancy), 

 
1 As will be explored later in the report, the issue of how to define land promoters is more complex than it 
might initially appear due to the variety of real estate businesses that do land promotion. Some real estate 
companies do land promotion but as a relatively small part of a much wider business, others may be more 
accurately described as ‘master developers’ who do land promotion, whereas others might do land promotion 
as the sole or main part of their business activity (and may also be owned and/or funded by a larger business). 
It is these latter types of companies that we have concentrated on in this research – although some of these 
are owned and/or funded by much larger companies involved in a wider variety of business activities. 
2 Strategic land typically consists of sites with development potential that do not have planning consent for a 
change to a substantially higher value use. Strategic land normally requires planning promotion and 
sometimes major investment in enabling infrastructure. It can be at various stages in the planning pipleine 
which may include being identified in a 'Call for Sites' exercise for a local plan, allocated in the plan, subject to 
pre-application discussion or with an outline planning application submitted. There is overlap between the 
concepts of ‘strategic land’ in the land market and ‘strategic sites’ in the planning system.  The latter term is 
often used to refer to large sites that are critical to plan delivery.   
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claimed that land promoters provide housebuilders with approximately 50% of the land on which 

they build (LPDF & Barton Willmore, 2020).  

 

In order to examine the extent of the role of specialist land promoters in the housing land market, 

planning data for the year June 2018 to June 2019 were analysed to determine what proportion of 

sites were brought forward by specialist land promoters. It was found that specialist land promoters 

made a relatively small contribution to the supply of strategic housing land in the study period.  

 

The document is structured as follows:  

 

 Section 2 discusses the types of businesses that engage in land promotion. It also explores 

how land promoters have been represented in the press and in academic and professional 

literature. 

 Section 3 discusses the research methods used for this project. These comprise semi 

structured interviews with land promoters to learn more about the specialist land promoter 

sector and an analysis of a year’s snapshot of land development data in order to learn about 

the significance of specialist land promoters in the strategic housing land market. 

 Section 4 describes the characteristics of the specialist land promotion sector in the UK 

based on the findings from the semi-structured interviews. The origins of the sector, its 

various business and operating models, the types of sites and planning strategies deployed, 

promoters’ perception of their contribution to housing supply and the future of the land 

promotion sector in the UK are explored. 

 Section 5 examines the significance of land promoters in the UK residential land market 

based on Glenigan data. The challenges of data categorisation and the classification of land 

promotion businesses are discussed. 

 Section 6 presents conclusions and suggestions for further research. 
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2 Land Promotion in the UK 

 

2.1 What are land promoters? 

 

In the UK, the development of land is supposed to be plan-led.  Local planning authorities are 

responsible for preparing detailed plans of future development in their jurisdictions.  Ideally, in the 

case of residential development, sites are proposed, evaluated, allocated (if suitable) in the plan and 

then developed over the lifetime of the plan.  Given the significant increase in land value that can 

occur when planning consent is granted for residential development, landowners are incentivised to 

promote their land during the site identification process in support of a plan. However, many 

landowners lack knowledge and funding and may be receptive to partnering with organisations that 

can provide knowledge and capital and who can absorb the risks associated with planning promotion 

either via a local plan and/or a planning application. Prior to the Global Financial Crisis, granting 

options to housebuilders provided a common approach to accessing this knowledge and capital. 

However, land promoters have also emerged as a source of specialist expertise, working with legal 

advisors, architects, landscape designers, ecologists, highway engineers, planning consultants and 

other specialists to promote sites considered to have development potential. 

 

An important first step in examining the contribution of land promoters is to define them. This is not 

straightforward. Classifying organisations involved in development is problematic; some specialise in 

specific parts of the development process - building contractors and master developers for example. 

Other organisations may be involved in a range of broader real estate investment activities as well as 

real estate development.  For example, real estate investment trusts (REITs) manage real estate 

investment portfolios and may engage in land promotion and development projects as an ancillary 

function.  Some organisations, such as the large national housebuilders, tend to engage in the full 

range of development activities, including land promotion and construction, but specialise in a 

particular sector. So, whereas nearly all developers engage in land promotion activities, for most it is 

an ancillary rather than their main business activity. The aim of this research was to investigate 

those organisations that specialise in promoting land for residential development. 

 

Even with this focus, it can be difficult to distinguish between specialist land promoters and master 

developers3. Master development has been growing over the last decade as the enthusiasm of 

 
3 The term master builder is also commonly a synonym for master developer. 
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volume housebuilders for undertaking strategic large-site development themselves declined in the 

aftermath of the Global Financial Crisis (CBRE, 2020). Master development tends to be a capital-

intensive process, typically involving the provision of on- and off-site infrastructure for large-scale, 

long-term, multi-phase development projects. Master developers tend to concentrate on large sites 

which they may own, own part of or control through a promotion agreement. Similar to land 

promoters, the end product of master development is typically serviced, de-risked4 parcels of land 

with planning consent which are sold to housebuilders. A range of specialist land promoter activity 

then emerges; those that promote land on behalf of landowners, those that buy land and then 

promote it, and those that buy land, promote and master develop. In addition, land promoters may 

participate in consortia with volume housebuilders, major landowners, master developers and other 

specialist land promoters.  

 

In practice, this means that some specialist land promoters are subsidiaries of larger groups of 

companies focused typically on real estate activities. For instance, IM Land is a subsidiary of IM 

Properties. Axis Land is a comparatively small subsidiary company in the McAlpine Group (a large 

construction and civil engineering company). One of the largest specialist land promotion 

companies, Catesby, is a subsidiary of a large, listed master development company - Urban and Civic, 

which is in turn owned by The Wellcome Trust (an independent foundation with a multi-billion 

pound endowment fund invested across numerous asset classes). Several smaller housebuilders 

seem to have significant land promotion divisions as well (see Anwyl Group, Dandara and Croudace 

for examples). However, as private companies it can be difficult to obtain sufficient data to assess 

the extent to which specialist land promotion is their main activity.  

 

2.2 What do land promoters do? 

 

The strategic land promotion process can be long, complicated, expensive and high risk. In 2020, a 

document produced by the Land Promoters and Developers Federation (LPDF) and planning 

consultants Barton Willmore described the role of land promoters: 

 

[They] undertake the vital work of land assembly, infrastructure delivery, negotiation of 
planning agreements, public engagement to secure outline planning permissions in 
order to provide ‘ready to build’ sites for the housebuilders. It is they who take the risk 

 
4 This is an exaggeration.  Whilst a great deal of planning and geotechnical risk is eliminated, the developer is 
still exposed to a wide range of specific and systematic risk in building out the scheme related to cost overruns, 
programme delays and revenue shortfalls. 
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of bringing forward land and undertaking all the ‘heavy lifting’ required to gain 
planning consents so that housebuilders can bring homes to the market.  
(LPDF and Barton Willmore, 2020, no page number) 
 

‘Planning risk’ is therefore central to the business model of most land promoters.  Used colloquially 

by development practitioners, planning risk is a term used to describe the uncertainty of obtaining 

planning consent.  It reflects and affects the timing, value and costs of potential development 

projects. Typically, in England, until full planning consent is obtained and planning conditions 

discharged, the land promoter is exposed to uncertainty about:  

 

 whether and when consent will be granted, which affects the costs associated with 

promoting a site through the various stages of the planning process; 

 the size and composition of any consented scheme, including design requirements and 

planning conditions; and 

 the amount and timing of any planning obligations and Community Infrastructure Levy 

payments.  

  

Shifting national and local political and planning policy can add to this uncertainty. A case in point is 

the government’s proposed planning reforms set out in the August 2020 white paper (MHCLG, 

2020). Furthermore, a wide range of local political and capacity factors can affect the nature of these 

planning-related risks and uncertainties. These include the local political climate, the age of local 

planning policy documents, emerging planning policy, the level of clarity in existing local planning 

policy, the process of pre-application discussions, the culture, skills and capacity of local authority 

officers, and the resources available to them. Many owners of land with potential for housing 

development will not have the knowledge, expertise, financial resources and/or risk absorption 

capacity to promote their land through the planning system. This is the business opportunity that 

specialist land promoters are seeking to exploit. 

 

Specialist land promoters can be viewed as market intermediaries with relatively high appetites for 

and tolerance of planning risk. In order to operate effectively in the strategic land market, they will 

also usually have access to the resources and resilience to absorb and manage such risk. For some 

landowners, land promoters are essentially land venture capitalists.  Given the site-specific nature of 

planning risk, the ability of large land promoters to promote and consequently to diversify across a 

number of sites, provides a source of competitive advantage.    
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Land promoters tend to enter into promotion agreements with the landowner. While there are no 

standard terms, typically in a promotion agreement the promoter pays a cash premium to the 

landowner at the beginning of promotion period.  The promoter agrees to pay for costs of 

promotion and is responsible for managing the promotion project. In return, the promoter will 

receive a proportion of the sales proceeds of the land if a planning consent is obtained.  Usually, the 

promoter’s project costs (e.g. consultants’ fees, application fees etc) are also repaid if a planning 

consent is achieved. Promotion agreements are commonly contrasted with option agreements that 

have been preferred by housebuilders. The key difference for landowners is that, in a promotion 

agreement the land is sold on a competitive open market basis to a housebuilder.  In an option 

agreement, the land is sold to the housebuilder that is party to the option agreement with the sale 

price determined by independent appraisers. 

 

2.3 How are land promoters represented? 

 

2.3.1 Journalism 

There has been some negative press coverage of land promoters. Writing in The Guardian in 2017, 

Oliver Wainwright argued that “…The fact that land values are so high in the first place is due in part 

to an entire industry of land promoters and strategic land companies” (Wainwright, 2017).  Also in 

2017, the Daily Telegraph’s Isabelle Fraser quoted a Shelter policy officer; “Land promoters 

deliberately pump the cost of land higher and higher, then reap the rewards when they sell it” 

(Fraser, 2017).  However, an alternative narrative can also be found in this coverage, namely that 

land promoters represent a body of market participants who are highly incentivised to identify sites 

without planning permission and to obtain planning permission for housing. A development agent 

quoted in Fraser’s article argued that land promoters are “an instrumental part of delivering 

housing” and ‘help accelerate the amount of land ready to be built on’ (Fraser, 2017). Unlike many 

landowners, most promoters have the funding and expertise to promote sites with potential for 

development.  The risk associated with promoting land through the planning process is transferred 

from landowners to land promoters.  Fraser’s piece (op cit) suggested “…these businesses play a 

valuable role in removing risk from developers by taking it on themselves”.   

 

Wilding (2018) identified many of the key issues and controversies about the role of land promoters 

in the housing land market.  Drawing mainly upon statements by and interviews with policymakers, 

interest groups and promoters, the common conflation of land promotion and land banking is first 
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discussed in the context of perceptions that promoters “work the system” and exploit a ‘loophole’5 

in the planning regime.  However, a number of points putting promoters in a more positive light are 

also made. These include the role of promoters in supplying consented land to housebuilders, the 

ability of promoters to absorb planning risk and work with long timescales, and the incentives for 

land promoters to dispose of consented land quickly. 

 

The potential downsides of the land promotion model are more commonly cited. In 2016, the 

former Archbishop of Canterbury, Lord Carey, described Gladman Land as “reflecting the worst 

features of capitalism” when a planning application by them on neighbouring land adversely 

affected the sale of his property (Hellen, 2016). Based mainly on anecdote, several other charges are 

made: 

 

 By introducing additional stages and potential costs into the development process, the 

supply of housing land may be slowed or reduced.  

 A scheme for which consent is obtained by a promoter may not be appropriate for a 

housebuilder, meaning additional development management activity, cost and delay.  

 Local planning authorities may be reluctant to allocate scarce resources to development 

proposals that may not be implemented by a housebuilder.   

 

2.3.2 Academic sources 

Le Chat’s Property Development: A Practical Guide (first published in 2010 and now in its third 

edition) is a practical source on the contractual arrangements for land promotion agreements but 

does not cover the origins, growth and role of the land promotion sector. In a review of the 

academic literature on the effect of the land supply system on the business of UK speculative 

housebuilding by the Collaborative Centre for Housing Evidence in 2019, it is notable that there was 

no mention of land promoters.  However, recently there have been two academic papers to which 

we now turn.   

 

Drawing mainly on the marketing materials and annual reports of land promotion companies, Jones 

and Comfort (2019) described the activities of promoters and the types of projects that they tend to 

take on. The paper identified a number of controversies in the role of promoters including their 

focus on greenfield sites, the additional resources required from resource-constrained local 

authorities to process applications from promoters and the use of PR consultants. It is perhaps 

 
5 The ‘loophole’ is discussed in section 4.1.2.  
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worth noting that these activities are not unique to land promoters and an examination of land 

promoters alongside other stakeholders and intermediaries involved in development site 

identification would be a welcome advancement of this research. 

 

Situated within the wider context of financialisation of the housing and development markets and 

marketisation of the planning system, Bradley (2020) refers to the growth of the land promotion 

sector. However, the main focus of this paper was the impact of requirements for local authorities to 

demonstrate a five-year housing land supply.  In this context, the activities of land promoters were 

interpreted as an outcome of growth of calculative practices associated with five-year land supply 

modelling that normalised the financialisation of the housing land market. Drawing upon a range of 

secondary sources, the role of land promoters in the supply of consented housing land is described. 

Common criticisms of the promotion sector by journalists and interest groups (higher land/house 

prices, longer development periods, unsuitable sites) are restated. The correlation between ‘the rise 

of site promoters’ and longer development periods between 2012 and 2017 is implicitly assumed to 

be causal. 

 

2.3.3 Professional sources 

The only research to date that has provided substantive empirical evidence on the role of land 

promoters in the housing land market has been two reports produced by consultants instructed by 

organisations linked to the land promotion sector. The first, prepared by Savills in 2016 that focused 

on the strategic land market, was commissioned by the Ptarmigan Group (a land promotion 

company) and Farr Land (a fund manager specialising in strategic sites). The second report was 

produced in 2018 by Lichfields (a planning and development consultancy) on behalf of the Land 

Promoters and Developers Federation and focused on the scale and role of specialist land promoters 

in housing delivery. Both of these reports are summarised below. 

 

2.3.3.1 Savills report - 2016 

Savills (2016) defined strategic land according to the stage in the planning application process that 

sites had reached.  The definition included those sites that were either at a pre-application stage, 

had outline plans submitted or outline consent granted.   
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Using data from Glenigan6 and the Savills Development Database and focusing on England, as of 

January 2016, Savills identified 1,317,158 residential building plots on strategic land.  Of these, 

1,074,528 were on 1,032 sites of 250 plots or more.  More specifically, they found that: 

 

1. 706,394 plots were pre-application stage, with 648,237 (92%) on 502 sites; 

2. 356,241 plots had outline plans submitted, with 269,227(76%) on 350 sites; and  

3. 254,523 plots on sites with outline consent granted, with 155,421 (61%) on 180 sites 

 

It can be seen, therefore, that the majority of sites are at a pre-application stage.  In other words, 

they were at a relatively early stage in the planning pipeline. It is interesting to compare the above 

figures for strategic land with those for land that is further along the planning process.  As of January 

2016, 363,795 plots had detailed consent.  This means that there was over three and a half times 

more strategic land as there was land with detailed consent, when measured by number of 

residential plots. 

 

Savills examined the type of organisation that was in ‘control’ of strategic land.  There is no 

definition of ‘control’ in the report, but it is assumed to mean either owning the land or having some 

form of agreement (most likely to be an option or promotion agreement).  This assumption is based 

on the fact that Savills categorised landownership/control as follows: 

 

a) Promoters and investors: Companies that hold land or take it through the planning system 

but do not generally develop the site further, e.g. Commercial Estates Group, Hallam Land, 

Lands Improvement Holdings, Ptarmigan Group, Welbeck Land, financial institutions and 

pension funds. 

b) Other private sector: Operational landowners, e.g. Cemex, Marshall’s of Cambridge and 

private individuals. 

c) Other developers: Mixed use developers, may also act as a promoter or retain an interest in 

the site once it has been developed, e.g. Land Securities, Urban and Civic. 

d) Public: National and local government bodies, e.g. Ministry of Defence, Royal Free London 

NHS Trust. 

e) Registered providers: Social housing providers, e.g. A2 Dominion. 

 
6 Glenigan.com  
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f) Housebuilders: Residential developers predominately building for private sale, e.g. Barratt, 

Bellway, Bovis, Cala, Countryside, Crest Nicholson, Galliford Try (Linden Homes), Miller, 

Persimmon, Redrow, Taylor Wimpey. 

 

The above categories are, in the main, landowners or parties that have an interest in land, at least 

until an outline consent has been granted.  

 

As can be seen from the above classification, promoters are not separately classified in the Savills 

report.  Instead, they are grouped with investors.  Focusing on sites with 250 residential plots or 

more, Savills found that promoters and investors controlled 24% of plots on these sites, (256,286 

plots on 222 sites).  Of these, 55% (141,128 plots on 86 sites) were at a pre-application stage, 32% 

(83,174 plots on 96 sites) at the outline consent application submitted stage and 13% (31,984 plots 

on 40 sites) at the outline consent stage. 

 

2.3.3.2 Lichfields report – 2018 

Like Savills, Lichfields (Lichfields & LPDF, 2018) used Glenigan data to conduct their research but 

their selection criteria for sites differed from Savills.  Sites were filtered by the following criteria: 

 

 All sites in England, excluding London. 

 Planning stage – outline planning permission granted; or granted after appeal. 

 Site size – 100 residential units or more. 

 

Lichfields’ classification of landownership/control was also different from Savills.  The classification 

was as follows: 

 

a) Specialist land promoters and developers. 

b) Housebuilders. 

c) Public sector and civic institutions: including government departments, government 

organisations such as Homes England, local government bodies; educational facilities; and 

religious bodies. 

d) Other (typically private individuals and groups of individuals). 

 

Unlike Savills’ classification which grouped land promoters with investors, land promoters and 

developers are grouped together in the Lichfields report.  This means that it is not possible to isolate 
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the scale and role of specialist promoters from the more generic category of developers.  Also, 

investors are not separately identified or classified. 

 

As of January 2018, Lichfields identified 540,717 residential plots or dwellings on sites of over 100 

units outside London where outline planning permission had been granted, including after appeal.  

They estimated that 220,447 (41%) of these were on sites where the applicant was a specialist land 

promoter or developer.  Housebuilders were the applicant for 174,548 units (32%) and 100,044 

(19%) were on sites where the applicant was a public sector body or a civic institution, and 45,678 

(8%) by other organisations. 

 

2.4 Summary 

 

There has been little research on the nature and importance of the land promotion sector. 

Perspectives reported in the press and in academic research present land promoters somewhat 

pejoratively as speculators who exploit the planning system and profit from increasing land value, as 

well as more positively as organisations that absorb planning risk on behalf of landowners in order to 

improve the efficiency of delivery of housing development land to housebuilders. There is little 

research investigating the variety of organisations that undertake land promotion, their business and 

operating models and their planning strategies. It is this gap that this research seeks to address. 

 

3 Research Methods 

 

This research has two objectives: 1) to learn more about the specialist land promoter sector and 2) 

to learn more about the significance of specialist land promoters in the strategic housing land 

market. The first objective has been addressed via semi-structured interviews with specialist land 

promoters and the second has been addressed via analysis of land development data. These 

research methods are discussed below. 

 

3.1 Qualitative research method: semi structured interviews 

 

Given limited documented knowledge on the land promotion sector, this research was initially 

informed by a small number of prior, unstructured discussions with professional contacts in the 

housing development sector. Following these informal discussions, semi-structured interviews were 

selected as the core research method in an attempt to optimise the balance between discovery and 
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generalisability. An interview guide was developed by the research team enabling comparable 

qualitative data to be collected whilst providing the flexibility to identify alternative themes and 

issues that emerge during the interviews. 

 

Convenience sampling was used to identify the respondents based on introductions made by expert 

informants. Twelve interviews, each approximately one hour long, were conducted in late 2019 and 

early 2020 with individuals who had leadership roles in land promotion firms. The sample is biased 

towards the larger, perhaps higher-profile, specialist land promotion firms. While it is not possible to 

verify, there are believed to be dozens of small enterprises comprising two to three personnel 

engaged in land promotion. These types of promoters were not generally included in the sample. 

 

In most cases, the interviews took place in the offices of the land promotion firm. All but one of the 

interviews was in person. The interviews were not always with one individual and sometimes 

involved two or three representatives of the firm.  All interviews were recorded with all respondents 

provided with an information sheet on the research project. All respondents completed a consent 

form. The interviews were transcribed7 and then analysed using qualitative data analysis software 

(NVivo version 12). The interviews were initially open-coded to identify a long-list of common 

themes and then re-coded to rationalise the list of themes and identify connections.  

 

The potential for biases needs to be acknowledged.  In particular, given that the respondents all had 

senior management roles in specialist land promotion firms, the possibility of self-serving bias is 

obvious. In addition, social desirability bias may mean that respondents can tend to dismiss 

perceived undesirable behaviours, emphasise desirable ones and make statements that make them 

look good, leading to potential over-reporting or under-reporting of various beliefs and behaviours 

(Randall and Gibson, 1990). The research team has attempted to control for these biases by fact 

checking claims where possible and also by ensuring that the findings in this report are presented as 

comprising the perspectives of land promoters. Conclusions can therefore be drawn on the self-

reported nature of the land promotion sector.  

 

 

 
7 There were problems with the recording process at two of the interviews that meant that the whole 
interview was not recorded verbatim.  In these two cases, the transcripts were augmented by interviewer 
notes that were written up as soon as possible following the interviews. 
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3.2 Quantitative research method: land development data 

 

In order to measure the significance of specialist land promoters in the strategic housing land 

market, the research team analysed a one-year snapshot of private residential development activity 

in the UK.  This dataset, sourced from Glenigan, provides a details of residential development 

schemes of ten units or more at various stages from pre-planning to site completion in the period 

June 2018 to June 2019. The dataset was supplied in a format that allowed the research team to 

identify the number of units planned for each site, the site location, the company named on the 

planning application form, the start and end date and the stage in the planning and development 

process the site was then progressing through. This meant that the data could be analysed to 

determine what kind of sites were being promoted by specialist land promoters in the study period. 

Section 5 of this report contains a fuller discussion of the characteristics and weaknesses of the 

dataset and how it was analysed in order to arrive at the findings. 

 

4 The Characteristics of the Land Promotion Sector in the UK 

 

This section of the report presents the findings from interviews with specialist land promoters. 

 

4.1 Origins of the specialist land promotion sector 

 

4.1.1 The role of the Global Financial Crisis 

Although there was acknowledgement that land promotion as an activity had existed in some form 

for several decades before the Global Financial Crisis (GFC), there was a general consensus that the 

severe impact of the GFC on the volume housebuilders was a significant stimulus to the growth and 

maturation of the specialist land promotion sector. The crisis resulted in significant reductions in the 

housebuilders’ operations in the land market. As a result, in the period between 2007 and 2011, it 

was not possible for most landowners to enter option agreements with housebuilders. In addition, 

the volume housebuilders were exiting from existing option agreements in order to reduce costs and 

were sometimes disposing of land in order to strengthen their balance sheets. Redundancies in the 

housebuilding sector also created a pool of land market professionals who identified potential 

business opportunities created by the withdrawal of the housebuilders from the strategic land 

market.    
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A promotion sector emerged following the financial crash. Housebuilders made lots of staff 
redundant. Some of whom went on to establish land promotion companies.   
(Promoter 7) 

 

…the industry itself really came out of the financial crisis…when the financial crisis hit 
and a number of them were struggling to survive. Basically, the capital that they didn’t 
want to invest or carry on paying out was on the planning system where the risks, 
sometimes unfathomably, are quite high and they just backed away, completely and of 
course, what it did is, it left that space for strategic land. There were strategic land 
companies around, but there weren’t that many of them and then the housebuilders 
retrenching and not willing to risk capital on that element of their business, meant that it 
left an opportunity for other people to enter the fray and so that’s really where it 
started. 
(Promoter 6) 
 

It was definitely a key opening…the recession was so bad that, almost without 
exception, they [housebuilders] were all looking to cut any cost they could to survive 
until the next week and the next month and the first thing that gets cut is anything that’s 
long-term investment and investment in land is something that you can stop 
immediately. It might not be the right thing to do because you need the land supply later 
on. But when your backs are against the wall, you cut it and so, I think it was the very 
fact that they almost deserted the field, left the field, meant that, literally... there was a 
little bit more opportunity to then say, ‘well look, let’s promote your land, let’s get 
permission, the market will come back’ and I think that was an element of it, the 
recession kind of... we filled that space. 
(Promoter 4) 
 

…so just taking it back to 2008, you had a situation where housebuilders were [in] 
economic chaos, housebuilders significantly geared, very heavily geared. The focus of the 
housebuilders was very much on repairing balance sheets, so management of debt and 
what that led to... and one of the reasons, strangely, why I set up [name deleted] was 
several conversations with major housebuilders where we were talking...at the time, I 
was with [name deleted] and we had access to some fairly deep pocketed investors and 
we were looking at buying the entire land banks of some national housebuilders who will 
remain unnamed, but these were sort of three, two, five hundred million purchases. 
(Promoter 2) 

 

[F]rom about 2011, a sea emerged of investor backed individuals who had land skills, 
who probably came out of housebuilding or planning or something similar and we saw 
the opportunity that planning complexity and land scarcity into a rising market meant 
that land values were likely to grow and that there was a hole because housebuilders 
themselves, at this point in time, pretty well turned their back on greenfield land and 
they did that because they were wounded by the recession. Capital was scarce and it just 
wasn’t a priority. 
(Promoter 1) 

 

4.1.2 The role of planning policy reform 

There was broad agreement that attempts to encourage a construction-led economic recovery 
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following the GFC by the Conservative-led Coalition government, with increased emphasis on 

housing supply and a presumption in favour of sustainable development via the new National 

Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), further fuelled the emergence of specialist land promoters – at 

least in England where the NPPF applies. Several respondents also emphasised the requirement for 

local authorities to “identify and maintain a rolling five-year supply of deliverable land for housing”, 

a requirement that pre-dated the GFC and the introduction of the NPPF (CLG, 2006: 5 – see also 

Planning Policy Guidance 3: Housing (1992 & 2000)). Paragraph 47 of the NPPF 2012 tightened this 

by requiring Local Planning Authorities to meet “the full objectively assessed needs for market and 

affordable housing” and “identify and update annually a supply of specific deliverable sites sufficient 

to provide five years’ worth of housing against their housing requirements with an additional buffer 

of 5%”.  This buffer would increase to 20% where there was been “a record of persistent under 

delivery of housing” (DCLG, 2012: 12). 

 

In addition to the five-year housing supply requirement, Paragraph 14 of the NPPF reinforced the 

presumption in favour of sustainable development. This meant granting planning permission “where 

the development plan is absent, silent or relevant policies are out‑of‑date” unless adverse impacts 

would outweigh benefits or specific policies in the NPPF indicate development should be restricted 

(DCLG, 2012: 4). Paragraph 49 of the NPPF also stated that “[R]elevant policies for the supply of 

housing should not be considered up-to-date if the local planning authority cannot demonstrate a 

five-year supply of deliverable housing sites” (DCLG, 2012: 49). This meant that if a Local Planning 

Authority was unable to demonstrate a sufficient supply of housing land, ‘relevant policies’ would be 

considered out of date and there would be a presumption in favour of sustainable development. 

This could potentially override local planning policy regarding the suitable location and distribution 

of residential development. 

 

Therefore, while some respondents recognised that the policy for a five-year housing land supply 

pre-dated the NPPF, it was clear to most that the introduction of the NPPF in 2012 created a more 

favourable environment for land promoters in England.  Most felt that the NPPF, in combination 

with reduced activity in the land market from volume housebuilders (which also reduced the supply 

of deliverable sites which could be identified by local authorities) created an opportunity for 

established and new land promoters.   

 

NPPF was a factor, definitely, definitely, definitely and because of that, you could be 
more speculative. You could reduce down the timeframes to achieving a consent.  
(Promoter 8) 
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I think five-year land supply was always there, but the test, obviously, was strengthened 
and the presumption came in etc., it was a sort of reverse of what we had before. They 
had a five-year land supply requirement, but it never really had any consequences. I think 
what that did, at that point in time, was speed it up, I think, is probably the best way of 
describing it… 
(Promoter 6) 

  

 Interviewer: Did the planning regime in 2012, the five-year land supply, did that create 
opportunities for promoters as well? 

 Respondent: It definitely did…The five-year housing supply situation, it’s a misnomer that 
that has only just happened. It’s been part of the system for a long, long time. It’s just 
been given greater emphasis with the NPPF and the recession being as severe as it was 
and housing supply dropping because everybody packed up and weren’t building houses. 
Then, it just tipped more local authorities into a situation where they didn't have a five-
year supply and with the extra emphasis, the tilted balance of presumption in favour, 
then it had a lot more bite…When there’s a change in the system, for good or for bad, 
you react to it and I think the entrepreneurial end reacted to it a bit quicker. So you did 
see the rise of promoters, but it wasn’t because of five year supply. They took the 
greatest opportunity from it. 
(Promoter 4) 

 
…the five-year supply requirement, that was revolutionary for promoters specifically…So 
from the recession, what was going on with housebuilding, what was going on with 
planning, particularly the creation of NPPF and five-year supply creating windows and 
the unleashing of this concept that, if a local authority fails to do its duty, the 
presumption kicks in and that’s, primarily, what drove appetite from investors. That 
there is a way to unlock planning in a way that hasn’t been done for decades and, of 
course, on the back of that, an awful lot of consents were delivered. 
(Promoter 2) 

 

4.1.3 The role of promotion agreements 

Another catalyst for the maturation of the specialist land promotion sector was the rise of the use of 

promotion agreements. Conventionally ‘option agreements’ have been preferred by housebuilders. 

Under option agreements if planning consent is obtained the site is sold to the housebuilder that is 

party to the agreement with the price paid determined by an independent appraiser. In contrast, in 

a promotion agreement between a landowner and a land promoter the site is sold to a housebuilder 

on the open market with the price determined via a competitive process. Respondents made fairly 

well-rehearsed but convincing arguments detailing why a promotion agreement is superior to an 

option agreement from the landowner’s perspective. The key arguments revolved around greater 

alignment of interests between the land promoter and the landowner.   

 

A number of respondents also noted that promotion agreements can incentivise real estate agents 

who may be appointed by landowners when negotiating promotion agreements to broker sales of 

development land once planning consent has been obtained.  This kind of follow-on work would not 
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exist in the case of an option agreement because the land must be sold to the housebuilder holding 

the option at an appraised value, rather than an open market sale.  In addition, the misalignment of 

interests between landowners and housebuilders in option agreements could lead to bitter conflicts, 

reputational damage and risks of legal action also involving agents. The quotations below provide a 

sense of the types of pitch that land promoters would make to landowners. 

 

 …but the issue with an option agreement is obviously the housebuilders trying to buy the 
land as cheaply as possible and the landowner obviously wants to get the maximum 
price for his land. So, there’s a conflict there. Interests are not aligned and then 
promotion sorted that out because interests are aligned between the promoter wanting 
to get maximum receipt for the land, by market testing it and the landowner also 
wanting to get maximum receipt of land through market testing…So it’s still the 
landowner’s land. It’s marketed and sold and then housebuilder and landowner contract 
with each other and the land promoter, us, just hopes for a promotion fee plus VAT 
because we’re providing a service and we get recovery of our planning promotion 
costs…So, it was quite an easy sell for landowners, but also good for the agency business 
as well…because they also then would get a fee to sell the land, whereas in the option 
route for the housebuilder, the agent would wave goodbye to it and then it’s just 
between the option holder (the housebuilder) and the landowner… 
(Promoter 9) 

 
Landowners were in fights with having to involve valuers, cost consultants to fight for 
value in an uncertain process and I think that it got to a stage where so many felt 
aggrieved that they’d lost out that we saw a movement away from that. The promotion 
agreement model emerged... I think it was always there, but it became more 
prevalent…There were particular national agents that would only do promotion 
agreements…I think a lot of them [agents] looked at their PI8 and went, ‘D’you know 
what, there is this other model’ and it’s easy for them…So, in simple form, you can say 
that it works for their advisors, it works for the landowner. 
(Promoter 8) 

  

Once you get planning, the option holder wants to buy the land as cheaply as possible, 
as slowly as possible and the promoter wants to sell the land as expensively as possible, 
as quickly as possible and the difference between the two is enormous and the 
housebuilder, under housebuilder options, has a million ways to inflate the deductible 
costs and reduce the open market value which form that calculation, whereas the 
promoter just wants to sell on the open market for good money…So you create an 
immediate confusion between the two models and in the early noughties, the larger land 
agents, the more responsible land agents…they all began to realise that their 
landowners selling under housebuilder options were worse off than their promoter led 
landowners, who were arguably 10 or maybe sometimes more per cent better off and 
quicker than they were under a housebuilder option. So today, all the big agents would 
say to their landowners, ‘choose a promotion agreement, sometimes a hybrid, but 
choose a promotion agreement.’ 
(Promoter 5) 

 

 
8 Professional indemnity insurance. 
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A more detailed examination of promotion agreements themselves can be found in section 4.3.2.  

 

4.2 Promoters’ business models 

 

Most of the promoters interviewed for this research were specialists in that they did not have any 

significant other areas of business. They were either post-GFC start-ups or, more commonly, 

established but relatively small real estate development businesses that had decided to focus on 

land promotion, often in the period between the millennium and the GFC. Several were subsidiaries 

of larger organisations (in some cases with expertise in engineering and construction) and several 

were owned or funded by private equity companies. Rather than just focus on the promotion of 

third parties’ land, some acquire land outright, promoted it and sometimes provided enabling 

infrastructure too. Some act as master developers on strategic sites i.e. they promote the land to 

secure planning permission, then develop the necessary infrastructure and sell parcels of land to 

individual housebuilders. However, for many of those we interviewed, land acquisition and 

infrastructure provision are incidental rather than core activities. One promoter summed up the 

composition of the sector industry as follows: 

 

I think the market is probably more divided into those that will buy freeholds and those 
that are only playing in the option/promotion arena and within that itself, that then 
breaks down into those that are putting in infrastructure and those that don’t put in 
infrastructure. So, it’s almost a two sub-divisions and then two sub-sectors within 
both…We have, historically, played 95 per cent of the game on the freehold route.”   
(Promoter 2) 

 

When promoting larger tracts of land (or new settlements), there may be an intention to sell to, or 

form a joint venture with, a master developer once a planning consent has been obtained.  

 

There’s scale. You often get a master builder or master developer with the much larger 
scale projects, the big, strategic urban extension, new garden communities and you tend 
to have them onboard. For example, we’re promoting quite a few large sites, as a 
business. We would be the ones, as the promoter, that would secure the planning 
permission for that large site. We may or may not take on the role of the master builder 
ourselves or whoever buys the site from us could then appoint... or we appoint a 
different master builder to cover the whole outline permission. So, the two are probably 
slightly different stages in the process and you can bring a master builder on at pretty 
much any point in time before you start actually putting a spade in the ground. 
(Promoter 11) 

 

Whilst they were not the focus of this research, there are also investors in farmland who engage in 

land promotion as a secondary activity.   
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 It takes different pools of money, different sorts of investors to buy land unconditional9. 
In some ways, it’s braver because you’re normally paying hope value to the land. So, it’s 
rare to buy a piece of farmland out at farm value and take it all the way through 
planning. You’re always going to pay a premium. If you lose, you haven’t just lost the 
planning costs. You’ve lost the premium. So, some people do do it. A mate of mine has a 
£100 million farmland fund, just buys farmland, very little or no premium, sometimes an 
overage, sometimes not and he just sits on it and, every now and again, he gets lucky. 

 (Promoter 5) 
 

Some land promoters focused on specific site sizes and/or locations whilst others were 

described (or described themselves) as having a broader or more opportunistic outlook.  This 

point is discussed in more detail in sections 4.4.1 and 4.4.2.  

 

4.3 Promoters’ operating models 

 

Variations in business models identified above influenced the focus on different sizes of 

project, third party or freehold land, or planning promotion and/or infrastructure provision. 

There did not seem to be the same level of variation in operating model which, for the 

majority of promoters interviewed involves outsourcing most specialist functions, whilst 

retaining new business generation and project management in-house and carried out by a 

core team with expertise in planning, development and, sometimes, engineering.  

 

The rationale for outsourcing many specialist functions followed that found in the broader 

outsourcing literature. Whilst operational costs savings are unlikely, outsourcing can enable 

promoters to transform fixed costs into variable costs. They can be flexible in terms of changing the 

scale and focus of their activities.  The risks associated with a high fixed cost ratio are transferred to 

the external service providers. Outsourcing can also enable organisations to learn from external 

expert and specialist providers. Closely related, the ability to source best-in-class service providers is 

expected to provide higher quality output that can be customised for each project, combining core 

skills from within and outside the firm. Whilst the causal relationship was not necessarily clear, this 

operating model is financially incentivised by the fact that promotion agreements tend to allow for 

the recovery of the cost of using external consultants but not the recovery of the promoter’s 

overhead and other internal costs.    

 

 
9 Promoters and developers may buy development land subject to a condition in the contract for sale that a 
suitable planning consent is obtained. 
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The larger specialist land promotion companies tended to have personnel specialising in planning, 

sourcing land and civil engineering functions.  Whilst not the case in the volume housebuilding 

sector, it is worth noting that a similar operating model is also fairly common in the commercial and 

high density residential development sector where relatively small development companies with 5-

25 core staff work with fluid and collaborative external networks of consultants, capital providers, 

contractors and users among others to execute large development projects. One well-known 

specialist land promotion firm is something of an outlier in terms of the extent of internalisation of 

many functions associated with land promotion. However, most of the specialist land promoters 

interviewed externalise many specialist functions.  

 

An army of consultants, yeah…That’s almost the nature of the industry because your 
standard legal agreement, your promotion agreement, will say that you can have your 
planning promotion costs which ultimately you fund and you’re paying and you roll them 
up, but ultimately, they are deductible off the landowner, up to a cap and that’s fine. But 
my internal planners, I can’t deduct one penny of their time or overhead. So, just the 
nature of the industry, you tend to run quite a lean, home team, but you have an army of 
consultants...The fees going out…is just enormous...On all kinds of consultants, so 
planning and technical, ecology, everything like that that you can possibly think 
of…Who’s the very best transport consultant? Who’s the very best engineer? Each team 
is bespoke…  
(Promoter 9) 
 

…so we would have a full technical team or a full planning application team, managed by 
[name deleted] staff…Yeah, so our internal people are project managers, I suppose, in a 
way, apart from the land team obviously, who go out and source sites…then the 
prevalent planning team would then project manage that. They will appoint external 
consultants across all of the disciplines, assemble a team per site, work with the internal 
technical and masterplanning team here to put that team together, run it through from 
cradle to grave…  
(Promoter 6) 
 

It’s a classic promoter model…we’re all working on a cost back, plus the percentage 
model and, if you can’t claim your internal costs, you shouldn’t have any.  
(Promoter 5) 
 

Well, our choice is to keep it extremely small and we use an outsourced model. So, I pick 
up and put down engineers as I need them, planning consultants as I need them. We 
have a planning consultant in-house, a planning guy in-house and we have an 
accountant and then four of us are ex-housebuilders/planners or fund manager 
background and then my business partner is a commercial developer. So, even if we 
doubled in size the number of sites we do, we would probably only have another one to 
two people. We just keep the model very small. We don’t need many people. I don’t want 
reams of people. It’s not how we operate. 
(Promoter 2) 
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4.3.1 Funding 

Whilst some of the specialist land promotion companies have bank borrowing facilities and can use 

debt funding, generally the promotion sector seems to mainly rely on various types of equity 

funding. Internal sources of equity funding tend to be retained profits, funds from a parent company 

or funds provided by the proprietors themselves. External sources of equity funding are from high-

net-worth individuals who may invest directly in the land promotion company or via a Special 

Purpose Vehicle incorporating a single project or a portfolio of promotion projects. Several specialist 

land promoters are funded by major international real estate investment companies who could be 

parts of global investment chains. For instance, a large pan-European real estate investment 

company owned one promoter.  The real estate investment company was, in turn, a subsidiary of a 

large US real estate investment company who were, in turn, a subsidiary of a large Japanese real 

estate investment company who are themselves just one company in a Japanese keiretsu. The 

quotations below illustrate the broad range of sources of capital in the sector. 

 

We have banking facilities, but it’s largely self-financed through the partners’ private equity,  
(Promoter 11) 
 

 We’ve got a significant borrowing within the parent [company], from the parent and we 
have never had difficulty working within that borrowing limit. So, it’s very satisfactory 
for us, but we don’t try to use it very often.  
(Promoter 10) 

 

 …it would be very hard to get debt funding into land promotion business. Now, some of 
the people you’re probably talking to, they do get external funding through venture 
capitalists, what have you…On the sites that we own ourselves, we might, for example, 
buy it with cash reserves. Say it’s the MoD site, buy it with cash, secure planning and 
then once you’ve got planning, then you can bring debt in at that point…There’s just a 
wall of money that is sort of heading towards land promotion and residential and 
alternative markets and we’re seeing that across the business here…We’ll take a lower 
risk approach, but take more patient capital, take a longer-term view. We can do that 
because we’re very well-funded here and our chairman’s a very wealthy man and we can 
take that long term view and we’re part of a much bigger business that generates profits 
in other areas of development and other industries…The other land promoters we've 
talked about, they’re always under that pressure to be recycling cash on a three-year, 
revolving facility and that they've got much tighter restrictions on recycling money. We 
can tie up money for a long time and not really need to see it back for years and years. 
(Promoter 9) 
 

 …we were bought by private equity…and they bought us on a five-year business plan. 
We had a bunch of assets. They looked at them and said, ‘We can put some octane into 
these. It’s a great opportunity and some investment. We can build this business 
quickly…’ and we evolved.  
(Promoter 8) 
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 There’s a quite a few people we know who are small companies like us who are financed 
by…people that have got a lot of go. It might be from Ireland or whatever. So, they've 
got wealthy individuals who think ‘oh yeah, this is a good way to make some money’ and 
they invest in that.  
(Promoter 7) 
 

 So, source of funds, most of us are self-funded or backed by high-net-worth individuals, 
so we tend to be a bit more entrepreneurial. Some of us are institutionally backed. We 
tend to be a bit more hidebound, a bit more structured. The style of management, so is it 
entrepreneurially led? Is it administrator led? What type and what background do 
people have? All slightly different…Coming from ourselves and from high-net-worth 
individuals, so my business partner and I, the two biggest investors in the company, but 
we have over 100 investors, mostly high net worth individuals, deployed across four 
capital pools. So, we tend to group projects together in groups of 10, so that each 
investor has a spread of risk, rather than just going for one on one. Some promoters go 
one on one. But what we've found is that, if you go one on one, they love you for the 
successes. But, when you have a failure, they hate you. They never come back. So, you 
keep a pool which de-risks it, spreads the risk. 

 (Promoter 5) 
  

 The company is private. It’s owned by myself. It’s financed by myself. 
 (Promoter 3)  
  

 Whatever’s best for [name of land promoter deleted]. It could be that [name of large 
pan-European investment company deleted] don’t like the risk profile of that. What’s 
quite interesting, not really your question, [name of large pan-European investment 
company deleted again] are a private equity firm. They go and raise half a billion. Me, 
buying a promotion agreement for £1 means they’ve still got half a billion to spend and 
they’ve got to write an investment paper. It’s not worth it. It’s just not worth it for them. 
That’s why we focused on freeholds because they want to spend meaningful sums of 
money. But if I want to do 10 promotion agreements, I might need five million quid. I 
haven’t got five million quid. So, I need partners. 

 (Promoter 2) 
 

4.3.2 Types of agreement 

The types of agreement between promoter and landowner vary but the promotion agreement is 

generally a preferred approach. Other types of agreement include option agreements, conditional 

contracts, joint ventures and hybrid agreements (see below). In promotion agreements the 

promoter tends to pay a premium to the landowner up front in order to secure the deal. The 

promoter tends to cover the costs of promoting the site (e.g. application fees, consultant costs etc) 

and then takes a percentage of the land sale once it is sold to a housebuilder (expressed as a 

‘discount from market value’) and recovers the promotion costs.  
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The promotion agreement will have a set term (duration). The precise amount of premium, the 

length of term and the percentage taken by the promoter from the land sale varies and is in part 

determined by the characteristics of the site, the consent which is being targeted and the risks 

involved. For example, the term of a promotion agreement will be in part determined by how 

speculative the site is – if it is in the draft local plan then the time horizon may be shorter than if the 

site is at an earlier stage in the promotion lifecycle. However, five years was given by some 

respondents as a common term, although terms from three years to more than ten years were also 

referred to. It is also common for the agreement to have an option for renewal for a further term. 

 

The relationship between the three main variables in a promotion agreement (premium, term and 

percentage) can also influence their amounts. If a landowner demands a large premium, then the 

promoter may require a longer term in return, or a higher percentage at the end. The premium 

amount varies significantly – respondents quoted figures from £1 to £200,000 depending on the 

landowner and the site. There is anecdotal evidence from the interviews that the premiums 

demanded by landowners have been rising recently. The percentage amount varies across the sector 

and across various types of site. The promoters interviewed for this research quoted a range of 

between 7% and 25% of land price depending on the characteristics of the consent, the risk and the 

other variables in the agreement. 

 

Some respondents referred to housebuilders using ‘hybrid agreements’ to secure sites. In such 

agreements a housebuilder will promote the site on behalf of the landowner and then sell a 

proportion of it on the market to ‘set the price’ and then purchase the remaining part of the site 

from the landowner as under an option agreement. However, some of the respondents were 

sceptical about such agreements:  

 

I think it’s a bit of a false promise because they’ll [housebuilders] never do a pure promote, 
they’ll do a hybrid and they say ‘oh, don’t worry, we’ll sell the first lot on the open market and 
that will set the price’ and you go ‘but, hang on a second, the first lot is always the cheapest 
lot, so effectively, you’re hitting the landowner twice, you’re selling a cheap lot and then you’re 
benchmarking the whole of the rest of the site to the cheap end. Why would you do that as a 
landowner? It doesn’t make sense. 
 (Promoter 5).  

 

[H]ousebuilders are trying to do something called a hybrid agreement which is a cross between 
a promotion and an option. It’s quite complex in understanding, really, what value that fully 
brings to the landowner because ultimately, they sort of say ‘we’ll expose it to the open market 
and then we’ll buy it at whatever that value is,’ but of course, when other housebuilders know 
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it’s held under a hybrid, not many people put offers forward, so it kind of becomes a sort of 
false market, so I never understand why a landowner would go down that route.  
(Promoter 6)  

 

4.3.3 Registration of interests 

All promoters who were asked the question (8) confirmed that they register promotion agreements 

with the Land Registry, generally as a charge on the land. Several promoters confirmed that the 

agreements tend to run with the land so that, if the land is sold, it is sold with the promotion 

agreement attached. Agreements are registered so as to protect the promoter’s position: 

 

I don’t quite understand that whole thing of it being all very secretive. I honestly don’t quite 
understand that, so you register your agreement to protect them. We have no land interest 
that we think, ‘this has to be a secret.’ You’re going out to promote the site, you’ve got great 
big promotion documents saying, ‘we think this is a really good site, we’re coming forward with 
it,’ so that push around secrecy, I've never really understood, given that all freeholds and 
option agreements get registered in registerable areas. I don’t get that point. 
(Promoter 1) 
 

Promotion and option agreements are registered as charges on the land register. But all that’s 
shown is the name of the party and the date of its entry. The latter can be helpful in guessing 
whether the agreement has lapsed.  Typically, charges are five to ten years long but can be up 
to 15 years sometimes. The term can be dependent on the life of the local plan, e.g. five years 
[remaining life of plan] plus say two years.  
(Promoter 7) 

 

4.3.4 Marketing 

Various marketing strategies were discussed – from ‘soft marketing’ the site prior to obtaining 

planning consent to only actively marketing the site once planning permission is granted. However, 

the general strategy for land promoters is to market and sell the site to a housebuilder as soon as 

possible once planning permission is granted.  

 

There isn’t a one size fits all answer to that, it depends what the site is, where it is, what’s 
involved. Some of the stuff we’ve looked at, we know that, pre-purchase, we’ve got 12 months’ 
worth of work. It’s not really sensible for us to go out too early. If you’re going to look to tie 
people up, you just end up tying yourself in knots. Get on with your day job. Get the main 
infrastructure sorted and at that point, go out and tell the housebuilder what they’ll get. Don’t 
ask them what they want. You just present the product, rather than present an opportunity 
because all you’ll end up with is “Linden want this, TW want this, their spec is this, their spec is 
that”. If you dictate to them, say ‘that’s what you’re getting, do you want it?’, it’s a far better 
way to guarantee the sales on that.  
(Promoter 2) 
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4.4 Sites, projects and the planning system 

 

The size and value of sites that land promoters promote illustrates the variation in business models 

and the nature of the promotion process. Some of the respondents were prepared to take on a wide 

range of projects in terms of scale.  

 

Our smallest is two acres, 16 homes and our largest is 1,800 homes… 
(Promoter 12) 
 

…we don’t do barely any sites that are less than 125 plots. So, we’re in the 125/150 plots 
sector to the 5,000 plots sector. 
(Promoter 10) 
   

In terms of smallest and again, we do smaller sites in high value areas. So we’ve got sites 
in places like Marlow which is 30/40 units…Yes, one of them is 30 units and the other’s 
about 40/50 units. Those are probably our smallest…so that’s probably really the range, 
from 50 plots to 4,000 plots… 
(Promoter 9) 

 

However, whilst most respondents discussed the sites in terms of number of plots, the likely value of 

the land (influenced by local house prices) rather than the scale of scheme seems likely to be the 

main determinant of the financial viability of a promotion opportunity.  

 

We have some basic criteria for our sites and they tend to be ‘what is the end sales price per 
square foot of the residential units that are likely to go on here?’ and whilst we tell ourselves 
it’s upper £200 a square foot, actually, we’re finding that our portfolio probably has an 
average of upper £300s because it generates a land value from which we can take our share. 
Whereas, you go below £300, the more you go below it, the harder it is and speaking to some 
of our competitors, they have found it hard and they have tied up sites that are £230 a square 
foot areas and they’re finding it very hard to generate a land value and, in some instances, 
generate interest from purchasers.  
(Promoter 6) 
 

We've tended not to go that much below 80 sort of numbers…Land value drives it all. It 
depends where you are. 50 units in Oxfordshire is worth 200 units in the north west of 
England. 
(Promoter 11) 

 

Several respondents favoured sites with 100-200 plots. Smaller schemes (below c250 plots), where 

sites could connect to existing utilities and road networks, tended be attractive to promoters that 

preferred to avoid significant infrastructure provision.   Whilst not always made explicit in the 
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interviews, it was implicit that most promoters focussed mainly on greenfield sites and several 

respondents mentioned this point. 

 

…most of our work tends to be sites between anything from 10 to 150 units and we really 
like that space because you’re dealing with different housebuilders…we’ve done a few 
brownfield, but it’s generally greenfield. 
(Promoter 7) 
 

So, we’re about 80 per cent of the land we deal with in our promotion business is about 
80 per cent greenfield. 
(Promoter 1) 

 

One promoter specifically linked the preferred size of site to the depth and liquidity of the land 

market for that lot size. 

 

What we found is that small, regional housebuilders pay a lot better price than the Plc’s 
or they buy smaller lots. So, our preferred target market is 50 to 100 units where we’ve 
got 20 buyers. If you’re at 250 units, you’ve got five buyers. So, it’s a very different exit 
experience and there’s a premium for the smaller lots and a discount for bulk, for the 
large lots. 
(Promoter 5) 

 

Not unexpectedly, promoters specialising in the more capital-intensive activity of outright land 

purchase were less likely to have a large number of sites. 

 

We’re incredibly selective about what we do. Other people just try and sign up as many 
promotion agreements as they can, and some are going to work and some aren’t. That’s 
the scatter gun, smash and grab. That’s not how we operate because we’re buying 
freeholds typically. We have to operate a different... so we’ll look at 400 sites and buy 
one. 
(Promoter 2) 

 

Some of the promoters interviewed for this research engaged in infrastructure provision on larger 

sites once the planning permission had been granted – thereby taking on a ‘master 

developer/builder’ role as well as being a land promoter. 

 

For the bigger sites, we would contemplate that [infrastructure provision] seriously. For us, it’s 
about getting the money out to recycle into the next site, so we can move through the sites 
quickly. A typical site for us is 250 homes in size. That’s one housebuilder. They put an access 
in, new show homes and they’re away and selling. There’s no need to infrastructure those sites 
up. The bigger the site and the complexities, if you’ve got schools that are needed and social 
community buildings and green infrastructure and lots and lots of drainage, you've got to 
reinforce the sewage treatment works and you’ve got to put a new sub-station in, that all 
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needs co-ordinating and delivering at the right point in time which is why you need that 
overarching master builder at that point in time and the master builder – some of them might 
be pension funds – they’ll be out there with lots of money to deploy through contracts to then 
deliver that and deliver extra value by de-risking it even further for the housebuilder. 
(Promoter 11) 
 

We've got three sites/four sites that I can immediately think of where we are putting 
infrastructure in…The bigger sites, we’ll put the infrastructure in, but the smaller sites, we find 
we don’t need to do that.  
(Promoter 10) 
 

When you start dealing with sites that are 400/500/800/2,000 etc., you need a lot more 
infrastructure, offsite infrastructure etc. It’s just not enough to get the planning consent and 
there’s a lot of consents have come through where the landowner in particular is stood there 
saying ‘great, so where’s my money?’ and the reality is that the land promoter is then sitting 
there and they’ve done a jolly good job of getting the planning. They’ve now got to deliver the 
site – it’s a different discipline – and the promotion industry has to, if you want to play on the 
bigger sites, you’ve got to do that. This is really important. There’s not many people moving 
into the sector and doing that. So, if I was a landowner, I’d want to know, particularly if I have 
a scale site, ‘does that promotion entity have the ability to actually bring the site forward from 
an infrastructure point of view?’  
(Promoter 2) 

 

However, not all respondents had the requisite skills or appetite for the capital expenditure required 

to assist in the delivery larger strategic sites. 

 

4.4.1 Types of planning permission 

The planning strategy pursued by the promoters interviewed tends to be to obtain outline planning 

permission so as to establish the ‘principle of development’ (although full planning permission may 

be applied for in some instances depending on the site and the demands of the local planning 

authority). Sites with outline planning permission are then either marketed to housebuilders who 

will then submit a reserved matters application to agree the details with the local planning authority 

or, if the promoter is also a master developer, the site may be sold off in plots to a variety of 

housebuilders who develop in accordance with an agreed masterplan. 

 

However, there can be more to being a successful land promoter than getting planning permission. 

Several of the promoters interviewed for the research talked about the importance of getting a good 

quality and viable planning permission (a ‘good consent’). The planning permissions must be 

attractive propositions for housebuilders. This means that, even though a planning permission may 

only be granted in outline, it is prudent to ensure that technical matters such as drainage, highways, 

utilities connection etc are agreed in principle with the relevant parties so as to ensure an 
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unconditional sale. This is so that onerous planning conditions are minimised, and any prospective 

purchaser of the site can be satisfied that the consented development will be technically deliverable 

and that terms have been agreed with relevant consultees. Unsurprisingly, all of the respondents 

interviewed for the research claimed to secure ‘good consents’. However, there is a perception 

among housebuilders that this is by no means a universal characteristic of the planning permissions 

secured by the land promotion sector as a whole. 

 

So, the difficulty I have as a promoter is that we desperately want to deliver high quality of 
place and because we can only go so far in terms of what we can do in terms of a planning 
permission, at outline level, is that we feel constrained in terms of being able to guarantee 
certain things, both for the planning authority and the local community in terms of what we’re 
doing there. If we make it too constrained and too difficult, it becomes then a reason for 
housebuilders to diminish the price that they would offer to pay. So it’s about keeping the 
planning permission as flexible as possible, to achieve the best possible... y’know, money goes 
to the market to get the best interest.  
(Promoter 12) 
 

You’ve got the right solution for sewerage, surface water drainage. You’ve agreed the terms 
with the highways department, that you don’t have any silly conditions. They [housebuilders] 
can basically get on board, do their reserve matters and be on the ground within six months. 
That’s what they want and that’s what we should be giving, as an industry.  
(Promoter 5) 
 

They’re [housebuilders] not typically buying it or going unconditional until items that are 
uncertain [are resolved], so certain conditions may put them off, so we would typically tick off 
archaeology, make sure the drainage strategy works. We’ve heard of some where some of our 
competitors, I'm led to believe, have perhaps not focused on the technical information, 
insufficient detail to enable housebuilders to bid unconditionally and because I'm probably one 
of the most paranoid, cynical blokes you’ll meet, I always want to make sure we've got that 
buttoned down, so that, well let’s put ourselves in the position of the housebuilders, the MD, 
the regional MD, regional chairman that’s got to put a pack up to main board and I'm saying, 
‘well, it should be okay, the drainage, but we’re still not entirely sure and actually, the local 
flood authority have got a bit...’ No, that’s not getting passed. So rather than it go there, tick it 
off. 
(Promoter 3) 
 

We’ve recruited a technical director from [redacted], knows how housebuilders think. So, he 
helps us get the right consent. We work with good professionals who know what the 
housebuilders want. We don’t just bosh out with the cheapest possible master planner or 
designer... ‘oh yeah, yeah, we’ll just do that, we’ll get the consents, fine.’ We’re very careful to 
make sure we get a consent which is valuable and implementable.  
(Promoter 5) 

 

4.4.2 Speculative and plan-led approaches to land promotion 

As discussed above, largely drawing upon commentary produced by several pressure groups, Bradley 
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(2020) framed promoters as exploiting the failure of a proportion of local planning authorities to 

comply with requirements for demonstrating a five-year housing land supply.  It was concluded that 

this encouraged land speculation. Whilst such practices have been long established, it seems clear 

that the changes introduced in the NPPF in 2012 (discussed in section 4.1.2) provided opportunities 

(perhaps temporarily) for land promoters, landowners and housebuilders in England to use the 

planning appeal process to obtain consents or the threat of using the appeal process to pressure 

local planning authorities.   

 

Respondents identified different reactions to the post-2012 change in planning regime for different 

types of promotion firms with both collaborative and combative strategies.  A number of 

respondents characterised a combative business strategy as ‘smash and grab’. 

 

[Name of promoter deleted, [name of promoter deleted], what have you, that really just 
went round the country analysing which authorities didn't quite have a five-year supply 
and they just were waiting to pounce…We don’t go for those opportunistic smash’ n’grab 
that haven’t got a five year supply and then bolt on 150 units onto the edge of a village. 
…I’d call it the Tesco of land promotion. It’s sort of carpet bomb everything, get an army 
of young, land graduates to trawl Land Registry and write 40 letters a week and carpet 
bomb farmers and hope for the best and some come off, some don’t and they roll with 
the punches…but it’s planning by appeal… 
(Promoter 9)  
 

[Name of promoter deleted] are a numbers business. ‘Right, where’s five year supply?’ 
and then suddenly dive in, hit rate, ‘I’ll take three positions and I'm just going to drive it 
and I’ll drive it all the way through appeal’ and it was churn…get it into the appeal 
system, come out the other end and ‘I've got four going, I might get one’ and I do think 
that had a strong bearing on it. It brought short termism into the market and spatial 
planning sort of went out the window... 
(Promoter 8) 

 

However, taking a combative approach was defended by some on the grounds that some local 

authorities were inflexible.  In addition, it was argued that promoters had contractual requirements 

to act in the best interests of the landowner who they were representing. 

 

 We are acting for a landowner. We’re a large consultancy. So, we have a duty to get 
planning permission for them and it’s our contractual obligation to do that.  So, we will 
push the buttons where we can. We’re given a policy framework to work within and 
we’re working within the framework we’re given. We’re prepared to push it as far as we 
can push it…The five-year land supply is often thrown at us as us exploiting a loophole 
which it absolutely isn’t. The government…has had a route where, if there is delivery or 
plan making failure, there is a safety valve…The safety valve will kick in to supply 
sufficient housing land…All we are actually seeking councils to do is to stick by the 
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rules…A council that was abjectly failing to deliver something wasn’t in any way 
embarrassed about it...If you had a council that had only provided 80 per cent of its 
school places and, when someone came along to build a new school, went, ‘oh no, no, 
no, we’re absolutely going to fight this tooth and nail.’…It’s the aggression, the 
perception of aggression, I think is, because we’re persistent. We will be belligerent. We 
will continue and fight within the rules. 
(Promoter 11) 

 

Some respondents felt that a collaborative approach was more effective, particularly for large sites. 

In addition, the combative-collaborative distinction was regarded as a spectrum rather than a binary 

dichotomy between firms. 

 

Fighting over planning is a business disaster and once you’re fighting, you sort of have to 
win, which is why it gets very high stakes and gets very legalistic…Fighting in planning is 
really toxic for everybody and we don’t like doing it. So, it’s local and neighbourhood. 
Neighbourhood is better than local because the local plans are still really contentious 
and it’s very political. Whereas once you properly can see a neighbourhood planning 
group is supporting, you can work with them really well and then once the 
neighbourhood planning group supports it, the local authority normally falls in line. 
Straight line planning applications for non-allocated sites are contentious and risky and 
planning appeals are really risky. 
(Promoter 1) 
 

 …And the reason for that is we’re doing big sites. You can’t smash and grab big sites. So, 
you have to take the planners with you. You have to win hearts and minds.  You have to 
win the community. It’s a slightly different set of skills.  So, we’re very good at 
community engagement. People still hate you, but we turn up…So, we do more of that, 
all large sites, no appeals, lots of community engagement. Other people are smash and 
grab. A lot are in between. It just varies. 

 (Promoter 5) 
 

 [Name of promoter deleted], for example, who have been around for a long time, who 
have got a lot of positions in a lot of local authorities, all across the country…they would 
be relying most on local plan promotion because it’s more predictable. It’s less risky. You 
probably get larger sites through the local plan system than you would an appeal system 
as well... that is a sustainable, good business play to go mainly through the plans and 
supplement it with the sites that lend themselves to speculative…[name of promoter 
deleted] would have been very much in the speculative side of that spectrum. [Name of 
promoter deleted] would have been on the plan led side of that spectrum and you plot 
different promoters across that spectrum.  

 (Promoter 4) 
 

As noted above, the speculative or combative approach to planning promotion may have been 

a response to the specific planning and market conditions following the introduction of the 

NPPF in 2012.  As the local planning authorities have reacted to these promotion strategies, 

promoters at the more combative end of the spectrum seem to be having to adapt their 
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business models.     

 

 We’ve taken the view we’d rather not appeal. The appeal system is more challenging 
now because councils have got five-year land supplies in place. Local plans are adopted 
and equally, we, like many other promoters saw that happening, probably about 18 
months ago/two years ago and we changed the nature of sites we are taking forward 
through the system. So, of the 40 odd plus schemes that we’ll get determined next year, 
a goodly number of those, 80 per cent, have some form of draft allocation in the plan… 

 (Land promoter 11) 
 

4.4.3 Success rate 

Robust information on success rates of the various promoters interviewed for the research is not 

available. However, based on anecdotal evidence from the interviews, success is largely dependent 

on appetite for risk combined with whether the promoter is pursuing an adversarial or a plan-led 

strategy. For example, a promoter might have a 100% success rate but based on being very selective 

with only a small number of sites in play and a relatively small number of planning appeals. Another 

promoter might have a much lower success rate but an overall higher number of planning 

permissions because their strategy is to pursue a large number of more speculative sites 

simultaneously and some of these might be adversarial in strategy. However, a common theme is 

the high-risk nature of land promotion and how this has opened up space for entrepreneurial risk-

takers to carve out space in the market.  

 

[It is a] stressful, constant roller coaster and that’s why any land promotion company that 
makes money and has a good reputation, fair play because it’s a tough gig. It’s a hard game 
and it’s massively high risk which is why it needs private entrepreneurs such as myself, rather 
than risk averse housebuilders. That’s what I would say. 
(Promoter 3) 
 

4.4.4 Land promoters and the navigation of the planning system 

Of course, one of the key determinants of the success rate of land promoters is their skill in 

navigating the English planning system. The business models of land promoters are built around 

using their expertise and resources to drive a development site through the often complex, risky and 

uncertain planning process. In effect, they take on planning risk in return for a share of development 

value, which is crystallised by the grant of planning permission.  

 

The opportunity for this has been created by some key characteristics of the English planning 

system, namely that it is discretionary and therefore open to negotiation. It can be complex and 

legalistic, thus requiring ‘insider’ knowledge and expertise to successfully navigate it. It can therefore 
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be expensive and time-consuming to take a site through the planning process. Landowners do not 

typically have the resources or expertise to engage with the planning system in this way and so the 

opportunity is there for land promoters to take on planning risk on their behalf in return for a share 

of land sale proceeds. Furthermore, housebuilders need a supply of developable land and so the 

market is there for ‘oven-ready’ sites. The complexity and resource-intensiveness of the English 

planning system therefore creates opportunity for the land promotion sector. 

 

I mean, they [landowners] don’t pay us, as such, which is the interesting model. It’s no win, no 
fee, just like horse racing or any other... I think the thing is that, back in the day, you could put 
in a planning application with just a red line around a piece of land and say ‘I want to put 500 
houses there’ and your outline consent would say ‘yeah, sure, all to the detail.’ That doesn’t 
happen anymore. Our last planning application filled this room, literally, with paper, for 
outline. It cost 1.5 million/2 million quid to get a planning consent for a 2,000 house site... 
farmers don’t have that and they don’t have the appetite for risk...  
(Promoter 5) 

 

As discussed above, there was general consensus among the interviewees that the 2012 version of 

the NPPF created opportunity for land promoters in England due to the strengthening of the 

requirement for local authorities to demonstrate a five-year supply of deliverable land and to have 

up-to-date planning policy, the absence of which strengthened the chances of speculative planning 

applications being successful at appeal and/or land being allocated in emerging local plans. This 

meant that, where a local authority had an out-of-date local plan and/or were struggling to 

demonstrate a five-year supply of deliverable land, if a development site was in a ‘sustainable’ 

location, then it stood a good chance of being granted planning permission at an appropriate density 

either at local level or at appeal. However, the planning environment is constantly changing as policy 

evolves and planning appeals and case law establishes norms of practice:  

 

It’s moving all the time, it’s like quicksand and the sands are shifting. As we speak, there are 
barristers in the High Court. If the judge came out and made a judgement which we weren’t 
expecting, planning policies change again. It’s always changing and evolving and that’s what 
you’re dealing with on a daily basis.  
(Promoter 6)  

 

The view was expressed by a number of the land promoters interviewed for the research that the 

planning environment for housing land had become more stringent over the 2019-2020 period. 

Indeed, research by Planning magazine published in February 2020 found that the proportion of 

successful appeals permitting development on unallocated greenfield sites (such as those promoted 

by land promoters) has declined over the last four years (Dewar, 2020). Gladman (a land promoter 

that has specialised in more adversarial appeal-led strategy) even announced in March 2020 
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(following a failed attempt to overturn two appeal decisions via the High Court) that it would be 

avoiding the appeals system due to concerns that the NPPF’s presumption in favour of sustainable 

development was ‘substantially weaker’ than when it was first introduced (Wilding, 2020). More 

recent court judgements involving Gladman have further reinforced that the lack of a five year 

housing land supply does not guarantee planning permission (Stares, 2021; Court Reporter, 2021)10. 

 

There was speculation among the respondents regarding the reasons for this shift. Possible 

explanations included changes to the five-year housing land supply requirement in Neighbourhood 

Plan areas (it was reduced via Ministerial Statement in December 2016 to three years), a greater 

number of local planning authorities having up to date local plans, changes to national planning 

policy via updates to the NPPF in 2018 and 2019 and a change in the weighting given by planning 

inspectors at appeal to the requirement for local planning authorities to demonstrate a five year 

supply of deliverable land.  The analysis by Dewar (2020) suggests that a key factor was greater 

weight given by planning inspectors to landscape impact. A further speculation was that the 

government was keen not to grant too many controversial housing applications at appeal in the 

months leading up to the general election in December 2019. 

 

Housing land supply undoubtedly increased for a period following the crash and policy change, 
but local authority local plans are being adopted so the ‘feeding frenzy’ is probably over now. 
Land supply is now more plan-led. This might have an impact on the larger promoters which 
are more reliant on cash flow. There are now some ‘bidding wars’ for promotion agreements. 
Premiums are being bid up and discounts bid down. Because smaller companies have lower 
overheads, they can outbid the larger promoters.  
(Promoter 7) 
 

And then many things have happened since. So, some of it’s sort of case law, some of it 
inspector handbook, some of it interpretation, some of it cultural around growth in the 
planning inspectorate and where those inspectors have come from, many of them local 
authorities, have a slight tendency to be more negative. So last year was pretty devastating for 
consents, across the board and a lot of that’s got to do with the climate of an election and 
Brexit and lack of political strength, no majority and remember, housing, more than anything, 
is political in the UK. So, the consequences of last year being a very bad year for planning will 
be felt this year and next year and the year after because you’ll see another big spike in land 
value or drive in land value because there’s a scarcity, again and three years ago, there wasn’t 
a scarcity at all and we saw further changes in the sector because of that. I’ll try not to drift 
around too much on your central thing, this is all about why the sector filled a void, where 
housebuilders stepped away, wanted everything on their own terms and housebuilders do 
want everything on their own terms. It’s not an oligopoly, but it’s close to, isn’t it, particularly 
the big on the volume scale and that’s not particularly healthy…  
(Promoter 1) 

 
10 Gladman Developments Limited v Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government & Ors. 
Case Number: C1/2020/0542/QBACF 
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There’s a bigger question of where it is today because certainly, in the last year, planning 
definitely has taken an abrupt detour with some specific bits of case law and amendments to 
the NPPF, boosting of the neighbourhood planning and the real question is, ‘is Boris going to 
now see the economic light of the necessity of housing and prioritise those without which 
means boost supply?’ and my view is, he’d be mad if he didn't or is he going to stay the 
populist PM and give civic leaders the ability to decide they don’t want to do the plan like 
Reigate and many others or won’t meet the need and will defer to this, we’ll argue about that 
and it all ends up... I mean, this is a barrister paradise, this system, isn’t it? So, who would have 
thought, the wealthiest of the silks these days were planning lawyers who made the right 
choice at university? So, that’s where we are.  
(Promoter 1) 

 

The role of local politics and community objectors was also alluded to by some respondents.  

 

It’s got worse in the last 12 to 18 months. Local politics has evolved, if I'm being polite, into a 
bit of a frenzy. One of our colleagues made a very good point in terms of did we think people 
are so disaffected of national politics that they see local politics as something they can actually 
influence and have a real go at and you've seen that with the rise of independent and action 
groups coming into it. Neighbourhood planning is a tricky part of the process. I actually, 
personally, think the principle of it was actually a good principle when it was first set up. I 
think, unfortunately, in the interim, it’s been watered down to such an extent that... as in the 
process to get a neighbourhood planning, the basic principles etc., it doesn’t equate to good 
planning, that’s the problem with it, the sites aren’t being chosen because of good planning 
reasons. 
(Promoter 6) 

 

4.5 Perceptions of the impact of land promoters on housing supply 

 

Respondents were asked questions relating to their perception of the impact of promoters on the 

supply of housing land. The views that the respondents put forward draw on their tacit knowledge 

and the potential for bias should be borne in mind.  In some cases, it may well be that volume 

housebuilders would challenge their characterisation by the promoters. Nevertheless, the comments 

do make intuitive sense and it would be interesting for further research to seek to generate a firmer 

evidence base to test these claims, perhaps through a quantitative study investigating impact of the 

land promotion sector on the quantity of housing land supply, the quantity of housing supply and 

the speed of housing delivery – although the methodological challenges of doing this would be 

considerable given the absence of counterfactuals. 

 

One respondent indicated that promoters had a particular impact on the amount of housing land 

being delivered in the period after the GFC when the volume housebuilders had retreated from the 

land market.  Hence, it was perceived that this was a period when the impact in relative terms was 

greatest with a resurgence in activity by volume housebuilders to come later. 



The role of land promoters and promotion in the housing land market 28 April 2021 

35 
 

I think, between 2010 and 2015, it [the land promotion sector] had a very significant 
impact on bringing land through the system. At that stage…the government was seeking 
the housing sector to keep the UK economy going, so I think we had a very significant 
impact at that stage…We’ve probably passed our peak, but still have very much a role to 
play because the housebuilding side of the business focuses on oven ready sites that 
have got planning permission and that’s what they know and love. They know how to 
build out sites. They know how to acquire sites that have got planning permission. 
(Promoter 10) 

 

Another argument put forward was that promoters could take on sites that may be overlooked by 

housebuilders, thus adding new sites to the supply of housing land.  

 

I think you can say that because they’re not sites that housebuilders would have 
identified to promote themselves because they are a bit quirky. Some of the sites around 
[name of market town deleted] we got permission for. I look at them and think, ‘you did 
well to get that one.’ But therefore, if a promoter hadn’t taken them forward and 
nobody else would have done. So, those sites wouldn’t have been delivered to the 
market. 
(Promoter 11) 

 

Whilst acknowledging that build-out rates on large sites are constrained by market saturation, 

promoters argued that their practice of selling parcels to several housebuilders meant that build-out 

would be quicker than if the site were controlled by a single housebuilder. Promoter 5 succinctly 

stated “It accelerates it. 100 per cent”.  The comments below provide further explanation. 

 

If you’re selling 1,500 homes to one housebuilder, yeah, it’s going to be a slow 
delivery…mentioning, before we started recording, the Letwin Review, getting multiple 
housebuilders onto a site is good - different tenures and different products. I would hope 
that it would speed things up. But then it comes down to the absorption rates of an area.  
So, I think you have to be careful where you do that because, if the market isn’t there or 
it’s a lower value area where the demand for housing isn’t so high... one would argue, 
it’s affected by land values, rather than housebuilders. 

 (Promoter 12) 
 

 …I’m trying to be totally impartial in what I'm saying. But historically, if you had those 
large sites coming through with the large Plcs...Yes, they would bring them through, but 
there is no compulsion on them to...Once they've secured planning, they just want to 
control the market and just release the product exactly how they want to do it in terms 
of maintaining their pounds per square foot and controlling the rates of release and 
there’s no reason why they would just burn through it super quick... 

 (Promoter 9) 
 

Other local authorities, when we’ve sat down and explained to them that if we do what 
we say we’re going to do, the site will be delivered in probably half the time frame when 
compared to a housebuilder building out and their rate of production. So, we’ll get four 
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housebuilders on a site. Whereas if it were just a [names of volume housebuilders 
deleted] etc., on their own, they’d put two flags up and they’d sell at the rate they want 
to…If we’re not bringing forward housing quicker, making it happen and making it 
happen quicker, something’s wrong.  That’s what we should be doing.  We’re enablers.  
(Promoter 2) 

 

…we could come on and say to the landowner, ‘Right, with our marketing strategy, we 
think this site can take three outlets and we will market the southern bit with 
housebuilder A, the middle bit with housebuilder B, the top bit with housebuilder C. We 
can have three outlets, all doing 50 per annum and you can get 150 units coming off that 
site per annum versus the old [name of volume housebuilder deleted] model which 
would be 50 plots.’ So, you’d think that you’re actually bringing the units through 
quicker. 
(Promoter 9) 

 

Finally, respondents identified the role of promoters acting as master developers in co-

ordinating and speeding up the development of large sites that require substantial 

infrastructure provision. 

 

…the Head of Planning [at a local authority] said ‘I'm not really interested in dealing with 
you guys. You don’t deliver housing. I want to talk to who delivers the housing’ which we 
said to them ‘listen, that’s all well and good, but this particular site, which is going to 
deliver something like 3,500 units, you’re not going to just have one party on it. You’re 
going to have three or four. The only way this site’s going to come forward is if a land 
promoter sits here and brings it forward and the land promoter speculates the £20 
million it needs to remediate this site. It’s been on the open market and you've got no 
takers. So, you’ve got to talk to us.’ They were not happy about that… 

 (Promoter 2) 
 

4.6 The future of the land promotion sector 

 

Respondents were asked about their views on the future of the land promotion sector. It should be 

borne in mind that the interviews took place before the Covid-19 pandemic generated major health 

and economic concerns and before the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government 

published its consultation document proposing major changes to the English planning system 

(MHCLG, 2020).   

 

Broadly, respondents felt that, whilst the sector was fairly established, it would consolidate, become 

more plan-led rather than speculative and that there would be more emphasis on enabling 

infrastructure works by land promoters. Albeit there remains significant uncertainty about both the 

trajectory and impacts of the pandemic and the detail of the proposed planning reforms, one of the 

respondents’ comments seems quite prescient.  
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So let’s just say that there were 100 promoters in the market now. In three years’ time, I 
see there being 20…Huge, huge shakedown…but who knows what it will be, but it will be 
something.  There will be a black swan of some variety, that all of a sudden ‘guess what 
guys, no-one’s buying land.’… The next downturn will catch most of us unaware...At 
some point, the market’s going to have a wobble and when the market has a 
wobble…some folks will run out of money, won’t be able to pay all their overheads and 
their ongoing liabilities and therefore they’ll fold.  
(Promoter 3) 
 

Some respondents argued that the sector would continue to have a significant role to play in the 

housing land market because of demand for land with planning permission from housebuilders and 

the limited resources of local authorities. 

 

I don’t see it changing. Land will always be required, and it will always need planning 
permission, unless we change the way that land gets commissioned to be built on, like 
zoning or something like that, an American type system…Housebuilders haven’t got the 
resources to deliver that amount of land to the market. Local authorities haven’t got the 
skills and expertise to deliver land to the market… 
(Promoter 11) 

 

Other respondents also envisaged some consolidation in the sector.    

 

If there’s a big crash, it will consolidate quickly and, if there isn’t, it will consolidate more 
slowly. I think it’s here to stay...It’s nothing like the powerhouse of housebuilding…Last 
year, political year, really bad. If another year like that, if there’s still only a focus on 
Brexit and there’s no impetus to make things happen and plans just get delayed and 
delayed and delayed, some promoters won’t survive and the investors who have been 
sold a story, who aren’t experts in this field, some of them will get bored…It’s massively 
far from mature. It’s probably where housebuilding was in the early 60s. 
(Promoter 1) 
 

…over the next two to three, to three to four years, I think margins for land traders will 
get tighter and that will drive some land traders, the smaller traders, out of the 
business… I think it might go back to a smaller number of businesses because the 
margins have been pretty good in the last five years.  But, looking forward, I'm just not 
sure they’re going to be quite as generous. 
(Promoter 10) 

 

It was also emphasised that, as local authorities had improved their performance in terms of up-to-

date local plans and five-year housing land supply, there would be less scope for a speculative 

approach to land promotion. This has already started to happen as discussed in section 4.4.4.   

 

Most councils are now getting their acts together…So, that sort of feeding frenzy post 
the framework, I think that’s gone…It won’t be like it was…I think it’s all calmed down a 
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bit now and it’s being more plan led.  So, the focus is on getting sites through local plans 
or neighbourhood plans…So, there’s quite a few of our colleagues and competitors who 
are big businesses, and they need that churn of land to come through the cash flow and 
it’s slowing because it’s all about local plans now and that’s resulted in a bit of a bidding 
war for sites that are in a plan or in a draft plan…people’s approach is definitely 
changing.  
(Promoter 7) 

 

Other respondents felt that there would be increased emphasis on ‘opening up’ sites by promoters 

with more emphasis on master development compared to planning promotion. 

 

I think it will consolidate a bit. I think some of the more flighty members will disappear. I 
think we’ll all end up doing more delivery of installation.  
(Promoter 5) 
 

Yes, I think landowners will start recognising better and worse land promoters and…I 
think you should see the evolution of the infrastructure developer. 
(Promoter 2) 

 

Some respondents also pointed to the specific recent examples of land promotion businesses 

becoming more closely linked to the housing association and local authority sectors.  The acquisition 

of Gallagher Estates, a longstanding land development company mainly focused on buying, 

promoting and improving development sites, in 2017 by L&Q (the second largest housing association 

in the UK) illustrated starkly the growing commercialisation of the housing association sector (see 

Wijburg and Waldron, 2020).  Illustrating the potential attractiveness of promoters with significant 

land holdings to housing associations, one promoter pointed out that: 

 

There’s the old Gallagher Estates which are now London & Quadrant and that’s an 
interesting model in itself. You’ve got a registered provider but buying a land business for 
£550 million11 in probably the most cut-throat, aggressive business out there…You sort of 
scratch your head and think, ‘that’s a bit unusual.’  But then, when you actually think it 
through, because they've got that enormous land bank and then they can bring sites 
forward and market them and sell them to housebuilders.  But then, what they do is they 
say, ‘well, we would like you, with 30 per cent affordable housing on this scheme, we 
would like you to run with… London and Quadrant’ and that’s quite a clever model 
because then they’re turning land into standing stock and get the housebuilder to build 
it, through the 106 and then it goes back to London and Quadrant and all the time, 
London and Quadrant are just building this enormous stock of housing.  
(Promoter 12) 

 

 
11 The acquisition was for an enterprise value of £505 million, as reported in the Estates Gazette. 
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Another respondent identified potential for increased collaboration between land promoters 

and local authorities (in their capacity as landowners rather than planning authorities).   

 

Local authorities haven’t got the skills and expertise to deliver land to the market and yet 
they’ll probably have a role to play in housing delivery in the next five/ten years and 
particularly under this government, the way it’s talking about it, but they haven’t got the 
resources... they've got the land, but not necessarily the resources. We've acted for local 
authorities as promoters.  
(Promoter 11) 

 

4.7 Summary 

 

The preceding account has explored the origins of the specialist land promotion sector, the variety of 

business and operating models deployed, the types of sites and planning strategies pursued, 

promoters’ perception of their contribution to housing supply and the future of the land promotion 

sector in the UK.  

 

Based on the testimonies of land promoters it has been found that, although land promotion as an 

activity has existed for decades, land promotion as a specialist business matured in the aftermath of 

the Global Financial Crisis as volume housebuilders divested their strategic land banks and made 

people redundant who were skilled in land promotion, thus creating a pool of entrepreneurial talent 

that could connect with investor capital. This meshed with reforms to the planning system 

introduced by the Conservative-led coalition government in 2010, which sought to encourage 

housebuilding. Of particular relevance to land promotion were adjustments to the NPPF which 

improved the chances of unplanned development being granted planning permission in England if 

certain tests were met. Alongside this was the growth in the use of promotion agreements which 

more closely aligned the interests of land promoters and landowners than option agreements, which 

were typically favoured by volume housebuilders. 

 

A range of business and operating models were reported. Some land promotion businesses are small 

and independent, and others are discreet parts of larger real estate companies. Some focus on 

securing outline planning permission before selling to a housebuilder while others are willing to act 

as master developers and invest in servicing the development land once consented before selling 

development parcels to housebuilders. Land promoters interviewed for the research tend to retain 

small in-house teams specialising in land agency and planning. There were a variety of funding 

models reported, although there is a general reliance on various types of equity funding. Promotion 
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agreements with landowners tend to be preferred with varying levels of premium, term and 

percentage of sales value reported depending on the characteristics of the site. Some respondents 

are willing to purchase land freehold rather than enter into a promotion agreement. 

 

Although, as reported in Section 2, the land promotion sector has a reputation for pursuing 

adversarial appeals-based planning strategies in order to secure planning permission on (usually) 

greenfield land that is not recognised in planning policy, some of the respondents adopt ‘plan-led’ 

strategies where they work in more constructive partnership with local planning authorities. The 

respondents were generally keen to emphasise the importance of getting a ‘good’ planning consent 

so as to secure an unconditional sale to a housebuilder who can buy with confidence that the 

permission can be delivered (although there was some acceptance that this is not a universal 

characteristic of the land promotion sector as a whole).  

 

Successful land promoters are experts in navigating the planning system and exploiting the wording 

of policy, appeal and court decisions to their advantage in order to secure planning permission. 

However, due to the shifting policy and political environment they are working within, land 

promoters must be prepared to adjust and adapt their strategies, and there is evidence that the 

more adversarial appeals-led strategies preferred by some land promoters may have run its course. 

The types of sites promoted depend on the business and operating models of the promoter – 

although there was a general acceptance that 100 – 200 plot sites are preferred by promoters who 

wish to avoid significant infrastructure provision.  

 

Unsurprisingly, the land promoters interviewed were keen to put forward arguments that cast their 

activities in a positive light. In particular they emphasised that, in their view, their willingness to take 

on planning risk and ability to secure planning permission on risky sites improved the efficiency of 

the supply of developable land to housebuilders. Although it has not been possible to robustly test 

this claim as part of this research, it is a plausible counter to some of the more pejorative views 

presented in Section 2. In terms of the future of the specialist land promotion sector, respondents 

were generally of the view that it would consolidate and further professionalise. The adjustments in 

policy and political environment have already caused some promoters to adapt their business 

models away from an adversarial appeals-led strategy. 
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5 Significance of Land Promoters in the UK Housing Land Market 

 

This chapter of the report presents the findings from the analysis of the snapshot of Glenigan data 

the research team used to quantify the contribution of specialist land promoters to the supply of 

housing land.  

 

As with Savills’ and Lichfields’ previous research (discussed in section 2), Glenigan data was used in 

this study.  The dataset used was an extract of private residential development schemes of ten units 

or more in the UK from Glenigan’s primary database.  The extract comprised 22,296 ‘live’ projects12 

between June 2018 and June 2019.  Appendix 1 lists the fields in the Glenigan dataset along with 

brief descriptions. The focus of this research was on medium to large-scale developments. Lichfields’ 

threshold of 100 or more residential units was adopted.  There were 4,614 such sites accounting for 

2,014,187 units in the UK (including within London).  The analysis reported below is based on this 

initial sample. 

 

5.1 Data categorisation 

 

Since applications for planning permission can be submitted by anyone, an initial but crucial 

challenge is to categorise the myriad applicants into groups that can form a basis for analysis. As has 

been seen earlier, even within the land promotion sector it can be difficult to distinguish clearly 

between master developers, investors in the freeholds of strategic land and promoters of strategic 

land owned by third parties.  It was notable that a number of specialist land promoters are 

subsidiaries of much larger firms.  Similar issues are encountered when trying to classify companies 

engaged in real estate development and land promotion but where most of their business activity 

was in other areas such as real estate investment, construction contracting and/or development of 

commercial real estate. As a result, boundaries could be unclear and evolving so that classification 

could be untidy and uncertain. 

 

Since this research focuses on the role of specialist land promoters, they were categorised 

separately from investors and developers.  This was done using the OFFICE_NAME field in the 

Glenigan dataset.  The OFFICE_NAME field records the name of the individual or organisation on the 

planning application, for example, Canary Wharf Group, Cantay Estates or Castlefield Developments.  

 
12 Defined by the LASTRESEARCHDATE field (‘live’ means active from early planning to completion). 
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In cases where the name of the organisation was recognisable, it was manually categorised.  In cases 

where the name was not familiar, internet searches were undertaken to determine the primary 

business activity of the organisation prior to categorisation. The look-up table in Appendix 2 shows 

how OFFICE_NAME categories were aggregated. In many cases, there was disagreement with the 

firm classification made by Glenigan.  

 

Identifying specialist promoters was not straightforward because many organisations are not ‘pure-

play’ land promoters and are involved in other aspects of the residential land market too.  These 

include land acquisition, infrastructure provision, house building and investment. However, in order 

to be classified as specialist land promoters for the purposes of the research these companies 

needed to be engaged in land promotion as the sole or main business activity (although they could 

also be owned by or be subsidiaries of larger companies with a broader range of business activities – 

such as Catesby Estates (see below)).  

 

The research team found classifying Gallagher Estates, CEG and Urban & Civic problematic because 

they specialise in carrying out large-scale infrastructure improvements on large strategic sites, and 

so land promotion is part of their broader remit. Even though previous studies had classified these 

companies as land promoters, it was decided to classify them as shown below as their main business 

was not land promotion.  

 

 Urban & Civic, acquired by the Wellcome Trust in 2020/21, is classified as an investor.  They 

could also have been classified as a master developer investing in enabling infrastructure, 

selling serviced plots to housebuilders. In any case, Urban & Civic has a much larger scope of 

activity than just specialist land promotion. However, Catesby Estates is a subsidiary of 

Urban & Civic and remains classified as a specialist land promoter in our dataset.   

 CEG has been classified as an investor.  CEG is a large real estate investment company with a 

range of real estate business areas including workspace, master development and residential 

development. Land promotion is part of the business but it sits within a much wider range of 

activities. 

 Gallagher Estates has been classified as a registered provider.  This is because Gallagher was 

acquired by L&Q in 2017 and renamed L&Q Estates in 2019. It is therefore part of a wider 

business that specialises in affordable housing. 
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Having classified specialist land promoters, this category was included in the categories of ‘Applicant 

Type’ listed in Table 1.  This includes an ‘Uncategorised’ category where it was not possible to 

reliably determine and code the applicant.  Alongside each applicant type is the total number of sites 

and units at all stages of the development process associated with it in the dataset.  Glenigan classify 

these stages as follows: 

 

 Pre-planning 

 Outline Plans Submitted 

 Outline Plans Refused 

 Outline Plans Withdrawn 

 Outline Plans Granted 

 Outline Plans Granted after Appeal 

 Detailed Plans Submitted 

 Application for Reserved Matters 

 Detailed Plans Refused 

 Detail Plans Withdrawn 

 Detail Plans Granted 

 Plans Approved on Appeal 

 Planning Not Required 

 Listed Building Consent 

 Reserved Matters Granted 

 

These stages are largely self-explanatory except ‘pre-planning’ which is often the stage where 

promoters are active, and which can cover a wide range of situations.  A total of 421 sites (434,402 

units) were categorised as being at a pre-planning stage so they represent a significant proportion of 

all sites and units (9% and 22% respectively) in the development pipeline, albeit at an early stage.  

Descriptions of the status of these sites in the dataset sheds some light on their readiness for 

development: 

 

 “The Client has approached Aylesbury Vale Local Planning Authority and has provided a 

screening request for consideration. This is not yet a full planning application.” 

 “We understand that the development is still at its planning and consultation stage.” 

 “It has been reported that the clients liaising with the local planning authority for the 250 

Flats development at former Bretts Oils depot.” 
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 “We have been advised that this development it still in very early concept stages.” 

 

Table 1 shows the number and proportion of projects and units that can be attributed to each 

applicant type.  The table shows that 91% of the units are accounted for by six of the 14 categories.  

Compared to previous research, this more granular analysis shows that housebuilders are the main 

category of applicant, responsible for 40% of all units.  Developers (18%), landowners (10%), 

investors (10%) and the public sector (8%) are the next four categories, followed by specialist 

promoters (5%).  The remaining 9% of units are controlled by brokers, consultants, construction 

companies, holding companies, individuals, occupiers, registered providers of social housing and 

other uncategorised applicants. 

 

Table 1: Number of sites of 100 units or more, classified by applicant type 

Applicant Type Number of 
units 

% of total 
number of 

units 

Number of 
projects 

% of total 
number of 

projects 
Broker 1,903 0.09% 9 0.20% 
Construction Company 11,483 0.57% 26 0.56% 
Consultant 42,943 2.14% 95 2.06% 
Developer 370,201 18.43% 761 16.50% 
Holding Company 13,361 0.67% 36 0.78% 
Housebuilder 809,219 40.28% 2373 51.44% 
Individual 17,567 0.87% 63 1.37% 
Investor 192,661 9.59% 360 7.80% 
Landowner 195,729 9.74% 307 6.66% 
Occupier 4,357 0.22% 19 0.41% 
Specialist Promoter 100,135 4.98% 260 5.64% 
Public Sector 162,662 8.10% 152 3.30% 
Registered Provider 45,705 2.27% 97 2.10% 
Uncategorised 41,111 2.05% 55 1.19% 
Total 2,009,037 100% 4,613 100% 

 

Not surprisingly, because this analysis distinguishes specialist land promoters from real estate 

developers and investors, the number of units and projects attributed to specialist promoters 

specifically is significantly lower compared to the previous two reports (Savills and Lichfields).  As a 

planning application can be submitted by anyone, there may be some instances in the dataset where 

the applicant name does not obviously represent the organisation or organisations who are 

promoting the land and/or intending on carrying out the proposed development. We have tried to 

take account of this via the internet searches of applicants whose names the research team did not 

recognise in order to determine the background of the entity named on the planning application, 

which could include special purpose vehicles or development consortia involving one or more 
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promoters and/or housebuilders. However, there does remain the possibility that specialist land 

promoters may sit behind some of the applications that are submitted by other kinds of entity (e.g. 

landowners).  

 

5.2 Land promoter strategic land activity 

 

Given that the focus of this research is on strategic land, in line with Lichfields’ definition, projects 

granted outline planning consent were extracted13.  These strategic projects accounted for 10% of 

the total number of projects in the pipeline, and 23% of the total number of units. The projects and 

units at this ‘strategic’ stage of the development pipeline are shown in Table 214, classified by type of 

applicant. 

 

Table 2: Number of strategic sites with outline consent for 100 units or more, classified by applicant type 

Applicant Type Number of 
units 

% of total 
number of units 

Number of 
projects 

% of total number 
of projects 

Broker 705 0.16% 2 0.45% 

Construction Company 7,208 1.59% 5 1.12% 

Consultant 5,912 1.30% 6 1.35% 

Developer 67,808 14.96% 86 19.28% 

Holding Company 1,602 0.35% 4 0.90% 

Housebuilder 159,843 35.26% 157 35.20% 

Individual 4,401 0.97% 11 2.47% 

Investor 66,702 14.72% 42 9.42% 

Landowner 57,394 12.66% 55 12.33% 

Occupier 140 0.03% 1 0.22% 

Specialist Promoter 8,275 1.83% 29 6.50% 

Public Sector 58,538 12.91% 36 8.07% 

Registered Provider 13,870 3.06% 9 2.02% 

Uncategorised 879 0.19% 3 0.67% 

Total 453,277 100% 446 100% 
 

Whilst the number of sites and units is lower than in Table 1, the broad pattern persists in this sub-

sample.  However, the housebuilders’ percentage share has dropped from 40% to 35% of units, 

reflecting a reduced role in these strategic land opportunities and, since they are buyers of land with 

outline consent, almost certainly reflects their increased role in sites with detailed consents.  

Developers and investors (15% of units apiece) were the next most important applicant types for 

units granted outline consent, followed by the public sector and landowners (13% apiece). 

 
13 This was done using the PLANNING STAGE field. See Appendix 1 for a list of the categories in this field. 
14 Of the 446 records at the strategic stage, 31 were granted after appeal. 
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Combined, these five applicant types control 91% of residential units at this strategic stage of the 

planning process. 

 

Specialist promoters account for just under 2% of units at this strategic planning stage, ranked 

seventh, behind registered providers at 3%. So, the proportion of units controlled by promoters has 

fallen in this sub-sample.  This may be because sites at the pre-planning stage, where promoters are 

more likely to be involved, are not included in this sub-sample. It may also be because of the way in 

which these promoters are defined. The role of landowners, investors, the public sector and 

registered providers has increased as the focus narrows onto strategic sites. Finally, it may be a 

result of the way in which applicants are identified by Glenigan in the dataset. 

 

Focussing on specialist promoters, Table 2 shows that they were responsible for around 2% of 

residential units at the strategic stage in the development pipeline, amounting to 8,275 units. All of 

these units were houses, none were apartments. Clearly, promoters are very much focused on 

strategic land that comprises low density residential schemes which also suggests that greenfield 

rather than brownfield sites are their focus. These 8,275 units were on 29 projects, making the 

average size of projects controlled by specialist promoters 285 units. This can be compared to the 

average size of all strategic projects in Table 2, which was just over 1,000 units. 

Table 3 lists the details of sites that each specialist promoter is responsible for. It should be noted 

that the dataset is a one-year snapshot of the development pipeline, as recorded by Glenigan. 

Therefore, drawing inferences from one or two large projects that receive outline approval in the 

year under observation can potentially lead to ‘noise’ being mistaken for ‘signal’. 

 

By number of units, Gladman, Bowden Land and Welbeck Land are responsible for over half (55%) of 

all units under the control of specialist promoters at this strategic stage in the development pipeline.  

The majority of specialist promoters were controlling just one project in the year under analysis that 

was for 100 units or more. Gladman was unique in its control of ten projects. This reflects the 

‘lumpy’ nature of the strategic land market and the relatively fragmented and small-scale nature of 

the specialist land promotion sector. Clearly, there are active land promotion firms that did not 

obtain an outline consent in the sample period. A number of organisations interviewed for the 

qualitative research also did not obtain a consent in the sample period.    
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Table 3: Number of strategic sites of 100 units or more, classified by name of promoter 

Specialist promoter Number of 
projects 

Number of 
units 

% of total 
number of 

units 
Ainscough Strategic Land  1 100 1.21% 

Bowbridge Land  1 130 1.57% 

Bowden Land 1 1,700 20.54% 

Catesby Estates  1 401 4.85% 

Cecil M Yuill  1 220 2.66% 

Codex Land 1 120 1.45% 

Gladman Developments 10 1,866 22.55% 

Gleeson Strategic Land 1 250 3.02% 

Heyford Developments  1 240 2.90% 

Landform Estates  2 737 8.91% 

Lone Star Land  1 100 1.21% 

Pigeon Land  1 120 1.45% 

Richborough Estates 1 135 1.63% 

Siteplan UK  1 130 1.57% 

Strategic Land Group  1 350 4.23% 

Waddeton Park  2 424 5.12% 

Wallace Land Investment & Management 1 250 3.02% 

Welbeck Land 1 1,002 12.11% 

Total 29 8,275 100% 

 

 

5.3 Specialist housebuilders and other developers 

 

Table 4 shows the same information for developers. Most of the firms in this category were SMEs 

involved in development (sometimes construction) of commercial and residential property. They 

comprised a diverse range of businesses engaged to some extent in real estate development. Some 

are international investors and developers such as Qatari Diar and Vastint. 

 

Again, the vast majority had one site with outline planning consent in the sample period. Only two 

developers, St Modwen and Harworth Estates, had more than two projects in the year under 

analysis. In terms of number of units, the five developers with the largest share were Eco-Bos, 

Harworth Estates, Alledge Brook, Castleford Riverside Regeneration and St Modwen. St Modwen, for 

example, focus their activity on managing mainly residential and logistics schemes through the 

planning process, remediating brownfield land and active asset management and development. 

Several of the companies, such as Alledge Brook, seem to have been specifically set up to develop a 

single, large scale new settlement. 
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Table 4: Number of strategic sites of 100 units or more, classified by name of developer 

Developer Number of 
projects 

Number of 
units 

% of total 
number of units 

Alledge Brook  1 5,505 8.12% 

Ardmore 1 669 0.99% 

Ashley King Developments  1 900 1.33% 

Barberry Developments 2 874 1.29% 

Braemar Farm Development Co. 1 150 0.22% 

C.B. Collier 1 211 0.31% 

Castleford Riverside Regeneration  1 4,500 6.64% 

Castlevale Group  1 937 1.38% 

Chartway Group 1 600 0.88% 

Clowes Developments (UK)  2 558 0.82% 

Copperwood Developments  1 154 0.23% 

Crichie Developments  1 738 1.09% 

De Trafford Estates Group 1 133 0.20% 

DMPM Services  1 111 0.16% 

Dorchester Group 1 1,075 1.59% 

Drakelow Developments  1 2,240 3.30% 

Eagle One  1 937 1.38% 

East Lothian Developments  1 1,460 2.15% 

Eco-Bos 2 6,607 9.74% 

ERLP 2 & The Society of Merchant Venturers 1 1,500 2.21% 

Farmglade  1 128 0.19% 

FI Real Estate Management 1 160 0.24% 

FO Developments  1 500 0.74% 

Folkestone Harbour (GP)  1 1,007 1.49% 

Garnest  1 111 0.16% 

Green 4 Developments 1 124 0.18% 

Hanbury Properties  1 403 0.59% 

Hannard Developments  1 400 0.59% 

Harworth Estates  5 5,686 8.39% 

Harworth Group  1 1,200 1.77% 

Hautot Developments  1 802 1.18% 

Hazledene (Inverness)  1 2,609 3.85% 

Henry Boot  2 358 0.53% 

JG Chatham  1 267 0.39% 

JTJ (Larne)  1 106 0.16% 

Keyland Developments  1 104 0.15% 

Lamron Estates  1 119 0.18% 

Lane End Developments (UK)  1 491 0.72% 

Lendlease 2 3,591 5.30% 

Limitbrook/Yablon  1 102 0.15% 

Melbond (crossways)  1 152 0.22% 

Meridian Developments  1 316 0.47% 
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Developer Number of 
projects 

Number of 
units 

% of total 
number of units 

MG Randalls Way  1 239 0.35% 

Midsomer Norton Retail Estates 1 201 0.30% 

Muntham Estates  1 120 0.18% 

Murray Estates 1 1,030 1.52% 

Newlands Developments  1 313 0.46% 

Nikal Property Developments 1 223 0.33% 

North East Building & Development  1 141 0.21% 

Nuport Developments  1 503 0.74% 

Prescot Business Park  1 750 1.11% 

Qatari Diar 1 453 0.67% 

Quinn Estates 2 615 0.91% 

R K Properties UK 1 805 1.19% 

SEH Developments 1 1,689 2.49% 

Siglion 1 280 0.41% 

South Wales Land Developments  1 1,002 1.48% 

Southwold Investments  1 144 0.21% 

Sovereign Harbour  1 160 0.24% 

Spenhill Developments  1 150 0.22% 

St Modwen 8 4,352 6.42% 

Stanhope  1 255 0.38% 

Stirling Developments 1 2,150 3.17% 

Summerfield Developments  1 322 0.47% 

Templegate Development  1 1,102 1.63% 

United Business and Leisure 1 380 0.56% 

Vastint 1 1,100 1.62% 

Willson Developments  2 734 1.08% 

Total 86 67,808 100% 

 

There was also a long list of applicants that were classified as housebuilders (see table 5).  Again, the 

vast majority of the firms had a single project with outline consent in the sample period.  The 

volume housebuilders were particularly prominent; three (Barratt, Persimmon and Taylor Wimpey 

accounted for over a third (37%) of units, and the top eight (Barratt, Bloor, Bovis, Cala, Countryside, 

Crest Nicholson, Persimmon and Taylor Wimpey) accounting for nearly 60% of the total number of 

units with outline consent. It is notable that top ten housebuilders such as Redrow (1.50%) and 

Bellway Homes (0.19%) were applicants with small proportions of units compared to their delivery of 

completed homes15.  This could reflect some unique circumstances in the sample period or reflect a 

different approach to sourcing sites, perhaps focussing on ‘hunting’ for immediate land with 

 
15 According to Planning and Construction News, Bellway and Redrow sold 10,307 and 5,718 homes 
respectively in 2018/9.  This put them fourth and fifth behind Barratt (17,579 completions), Persimmon 
(16,449 completions) and Taylor Wimpey (14,993).   
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implementable consents rather than ‘farming’ strategic land by promoting it through the planning 

system. 

 

Table 5: Number of strategic sites of 100 units or more, classified by name of housebuilder 

Housebuilder Number of 
projects 

Number of 
units 

% of total 
number of units 

A & J Stephen (Builders)  1 700 0.44% 

Abel Homes  1 175 0.11% 

Ace Retirement (Warminster)  1 130 0.08% 

Allan Munro Construction 1 302 0.19% 

Avant Homes 1 150 0.09% 

Bancon Homes 1 505 0.32% 

Barratt Homes 10 26,537 16.60% 

Barwood Homes 2 3502 2.19% 

Belgravia Living Group  1 900 0.56% 

Bellway 1 302 0.19% 

Bellway Homes 3 1,715 1.07% 

Berkeley Homes 3 4,697 2.94% 

Bewley Homes  1 100 0.06% 

Bloor Homes 8 7,164 4.48% 

Bovis Homes 9 7,917 4.95% 

Britton Construction  1 208 0.13% 

Broadgate Homes  2 2,504 1.57% 

Bussey & Armstrong 1 1,201 0.75% 

C G Fry & Son 1 350 0.22% 

CALA Homes 2 6,450 4.04% 

Cavanna Homes  1 220 0.14% 

Central Land Holdings  1 1,062 0.66% 

Charles Church 1 140 0.09% 

Chestnut Homes  1 200 0.13% 

Clayewater Homes  1 143 0.09% 

Corinthian Homes 1 583 0.36% 

Countryside 2 2,157 1.35% 

Countryside Properties 3 7,100 4.44% 

Crest Nicholson 7 6,394 4.00% 

Croudace Homes 2 725 0.45% 

Cyden Homes  2 340 0.21% 

David Wilson Homes 3 1522 0.95% 

Davidsons Developments  2 506 0.32% 

Esh Developments 1 148 0.09% 

Gleeson Homes 1 175 0.11% 

Halsbury Home 1 301 0.19% 

Harron Homes  1 299 0.19% 

Highgrange Homes  1 150 0.09% 
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Housebuilder Number of 
projects 

Number of 
units 

% of total 
number of units 

Hill Residential  1 152 0.10% 

Hillreed Homes 1 376 0.24% 

Hope Homes 1 250 0.16% 

Inland Homes  2 621 0.39% 

Invertay  1 552 0.35% 

Jones Homes 1 232 0.15% 

Kier Living 3 848 0.53% 

Kirkwood Homes  1 550 0.34% 

Larkfleet Group 1 450 0.28% 

Legal & General Homes 1 1,007 0.63% 

Linden Homes 1 220 0.14% 

Llanmoor Homes 1 1,950 1.22% 

Lodge Park  1 5,500 3.44% 

Lovell Partnership  1 1,590 0.99% 

MacTaggart & Mickel  1 465 0.29% 

Makar  1 160 0.10% 

Mersea Homes  1 420 0.26% 

Miller Homes 2 1,301 0.81% 

Millwood Homes 2 450 0.28% 

Mulgrave Properties  1 302 0.19% 

Park Lane Homes  1 130 0.08% 

Persimmon Homes 16 20,465 12.80% 

Rectory Homes  1 100 0.06% 

Redrow Homes 5 2,390 1.50% 

Rippon Homes  1 180 0.11% 

Shanly Homes  1 154 0.10% 

St George16  3 5,093 3.19% 

St James West London  1 3,750 2.35% 

St William Homes  1 1,843 1.15% 

Stewart Milne Homes 1 1501 0.94% 

Taylor Wimpey 11 12,484 7.81% 

TOWN 1 3,528 2.21% 

Tunstall Homes  1 2,005 1.25% 

Wainhomes 1 200 0.13% 

Walton Homes  1 200 0.13% 

William Davis  1 402 0.25% 

Yearville Estates  1 118 0.07% 

Zephyr Scotland  1 230 0.14% 

Total 157 159,843 100% 

 

 

 
16 St George, St James and St William Homes are subsidiaries of the Berkeley Group. 
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5.4 Summary 

 

The preceding analysis of the Glenigan dataset has sought to quantify the contribution of specialist 

land promoters to the supply of housing land in the UK in the period June 2018 to June 2019. 

Separating out specialist land promoters from the range of companies contained in the dataset was 

a challenge. Although the approach taken was rigorous, there does remain some uncertainty and 

fuzzy boundaries between categories.  

 

A case in point is the difficulty in accurately classifying larger master developers Urban & Civic, CEG 

and Gallagher Estates/L&Q Estates who do a significant amount of land promotion activity. These 

three major master developers by themselves accounted for a significant proportion of the strategic 

housing land supply.  Reflecting commercialisation in the housing sector, accounting for 7,072 units 

in the sample period Gallagher Estates were acquired by L&Q in 2017 to become L&Q Estates 

effectively becoming a master development business unit in a housing association. With 5,015 units 

in the sample period, Urban & Civic (the parent company of Catesby Estates – one of the largest 

specialist land promotion companies) announced in 2020 that they would be acquired by the 

Wellcome Trust (a major charitable foundation). Accounting for 5,456 units in the sample period, 

CEG are a significant player in the strategic land market.  However, they are also a major real estate 

investor owning several million square feet of commercial space generating tens of millions of 

pounds in rental income with assets values in the hundreds of millions.   

 

The research team therefore ultimately decided to classify these companies under ‘investor’ or 

‘housing association’ categories in order to be able to focus specifically on the contribution made by 

the specialists i.e. companies who predominately or solely focus on land promotion activity, the 

number and size of which have grown as the sector has matured in the last ten years. Based on this 

‘tight’ classification of specialist land promoters, such companies accounted for just under 2% of the 

homes at strategic planning stage. This is a relatively low proportion of the homes at this stage in the 

Glenigan dataset and suggests that specialist promoters (as here defined) play a relatively minor role 

in bringing residential units on strategic sites forward for development. However, this contribution 

would increase significantly if the ‘master developer’-type companies (Urban & Civic, CEG and 

Gallagher Estates/L&Q Estates) were included in the classification ‘land promoters’ and would 

obviously increase substantially if real estate developers and investors were included too. 
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6 Conclusion 

 

Whilst the land promotion sector has existed for decades, a combination of the de facto withdrawal 

of the volume housebuilders from the strategic land market following the Global Financial Crisis and 

escalating pressure on local authorities to identify a five-year housing land supply created favourable 

conditions for the expansion of the land promotion model in the last decade (2010-2020). These 

factors created relatively benign market and regulatory conditions for specialist land promoters and 

existing businesses involved in the real estate market to engage in land promotion activities and to 

effect major changes in the strategic housing land market which had been largely dominated by large 

housebuilders.  

 

Another key condition for the growth of the sector was that, for landowners, a land promotion 

agreement tends to create stronger alignment of interests with the promoter compared to 

‘partnering’ with a housebuilder through an option agreement. In particular, in contrast to an option 

agreement, the promotion process typically culminates in an open-market land sale where both 

partners are incentivised to sell the land for as much as possible. It is notable that one response by 

some volume housebuilders to competition from land promoters has been to create hybrid 

agreements that combine elements of option and promotion agreements. Perhaps a more minor 

issue, development agents who advise landowners may be incentivised to recommend a promotion 

over an option agreement since they are typically instructed to sell the land when a consent is 

obtained.  

 

 A key issue in investigating the significance of land promoters in the housing land supply is the 

definition of a land promoter. Whilst many organisations undertake land promotion activities (various 

categories of landowner, real estate developers and investors, volume housebuilders, master 

developers etc.) and can have large business units specialising in land promotion, land promotion is 

typically an ancillary business activity for them.  Promoting either their own or land owned by third 

parties, a lot of land promotion activity is carried out by businesses for whom land promotion is a 

relatively small part of their revenue. In this research, a rather narrow definition of land promoters 

has been applied. Only companies whose main business activity is the promotion of land on behalf of 

third party landowners and/or who buy land in order to promote it are categorised as land promoters.  

 

It is also important to note that a significant proportion of the specialist land promotion companies 

are subsidiaries of much larger real estate development, real estate investment and institutional 
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investment organisations. In practice, the distinction between an external subsidiary and an internal 

business unit can be legal rather than operational. As a result, there are relatively few independent, 

specialist land promotion firms with more than 2-3 employees.  In effect, as promotion agreements 

have grown in relative importance compared to option agreements, the market opportunity has led 

to the rapid emergence and expansion of independent, specialist land promoters.  However, it has 

also been exploited by incumbent real estate businesses who have expanded the scope of their 

activities to incorporate land promotion.            

 

As the discussion above suggests, it is challenging to provide an archetype of a land promotion firm.  

There is much more nuance to the sector than the limited previous literature has suggested.  The vast 

majority of land promotion firms tend to have fewer than 25 employees outsourcing many functions 

to specialist consultants whose costs can be recovered from the proceeds of land sales. Whilst bank 

funding for land promotion seems to be scarce, different firms have different sources of funding, 

typically equity funding such as retained profits, parent firms, contributions from consortia of high-

net-worth individuals and global financial institutions. Some land promotion firms tilt towards a buy-

promote-sell process whilst others work with landowners in a partner-promote-sell model. Albeit 

most land promotion firms are prepared to engage in the delivery of infrastructure works, there is also 

variation in capacity and inclination to undertake capital intensive infrastructure delivery.       

 

Not surprisingly, the business strategies of land promotion firms are evolving as the external 

environment, particularly the planning system, changes. Whilst it is probably more appropriate to 

think in terms of a spectrum rather than trying to place the firms in binary buckets, two main types of 

approaches were identified. Some land promotion firms were perceived as adopting collaborative 

(with local planning authorities), plan-led, promotion strategies. On the other hand, more consistent 

with the caricature of land promotion firms, the second approach – labelled “smash’n’grab”- was 

characterised as confrontational. The stereotype here is of land promotion firms targeting local 

authorities without a five-year land supply perceived to be vulnerable to ‘planning by appeal’. The 

regulatory environment for the “smash’n’grab” model seems to have become more hostile to this kind 

of activity in recent years. 

 

Quite a lot of criticisms of land promoters have been made in academic and journalistic publications.  

These include: the development of unsuitable, greenfield sites; the disruption to plan-making from 

opportunistic applications; the unsuitability of the consented schemes for housebuilders; increased 

delays in development; and higher land and house prices. Although underlying empirical academic 
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research on the sector has been limited, the growth the land promotion model has sometimes been 

framed as encapsulating the financialisation and commodification of land. However, the expansion of 

the land promotion model also represents a reduction in the market power of an increasingly 

concentrated house building sector.  At the same time, the UK’s strategic land market has undoubtedly 

become increasingly integrated into global financial capital markets.  Relatively new entrants into the 

master development sector such as Grosvenor and L&G Strategic Land illustrate the growing role of 

institutional capital.                    

 

Quite plausible but unevidenced counter-arguments about, what are essentially increases in, market 

efficiencies introduced by land promoter activity have been made by the, not disinterested, land 

promoters themselves. In particular, it was argued that the activities of promoters are likely to 

increase housing land supply.  The rationale here is that the expansion of the land promotion sector 

has effectively resulted in the allocation of additional resources into searching for suitable housing 

sites. Land promoters argue that they are prepared to allocate these resources to larger and higher 

risk sites that volume housebuilders would not take on. As noted above, in the period following the 

Global Financial Crisis when the volume housebuilders effectively withdrew from the strategic land 

market, land promoters often provided the only available route for landowners to access the capital 

and expertise required to promote their land. Furthermore, it is also maintained that the activities of 

land promoters put pressure on local authorities to ensure that their housing land supply targets are 

being adhered to (or else help to ensure that targets are being met by bringing forward sites that 

might not otherwise be promoted even if they are sometimes granted consent only at appeal).  

 

In terms of speed of delivery, again several arguments can be made. The parcelling of large sites by 

some land promoters may encourage a number of housebuilders to build out a planning permission 

concurrently while targeting different segments of the market. In addition, arguments about delays 

imposed by the activity of land promoters can be countered on the grounds that, given the way that 

promotion agreements are structured, land promoters are incentivised to obtain planning permission 

and dispose of consented land as quickly as possible.  Some landowners might argue that poor trade-

offs between the speed of consent and the quality of consent (from the landowners’ perspective) can 

be to their detriment.     

 

The data on planning consents analysed here suggest that specialist housebuilders and established 

real estate developers continue to dominate the market for strategic land.  In particular, the top three 

volume housebuilders (Barratt Homes – 26,537 units, Persimmon Homes - 20,465 units and Taylor 
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Wimpey - 12,484 units) accounted for nearly 40% of the units in the sample period controlled by 

housebuilders. Previous research has had a rather broad definition of land promoters that has 

included companies focussed on a range of real estate development and investment activities – 

including master developers such as CEG, Gallagher Estates and Urban & Civic.  

 

Not surprisingly, a narrower definition of land promoters suggests that they are relatively less 

important in the strategic housing land market. Of a total of 453,277 units on strategic sites of 100 

units or more in the sample period, organisations defined as specialist land promoters accounted for 

just under 2% (8,275).  The volume housebuilders account for just over one third of all units with real 

estate developers, real estate investors, landowners and public sector organisations accounting for 

around 15% each.  In the sample period, most land promoters had a single site granted an outline 

consent.  As expected, Gladman were the largest land promotion company accounting for c22% of the 

units attributed to land promoters in the sample.    

 

Whilst it is often not their primary business activity, numerous organisations now operate in the 

strategic land market to partner with landowners or to buy land from them with the aim of creating 

parcels of serviced housing land with planning permission that can be sold to housebuilders. Notably 

distinct from the Home Builders’ Federation, the creation and expansion of the Land Promoters and 

Developers Federation as an association since 2018 signifies the maturing of the sector that seems to 

have felt the need for a collective voice to represent it to government, to improve awareness of the 

sector and to collectively provide resources to members. As the housebuilding sector has regained 

profitability and the planning environment has evolved, the conditions that fuelled the expansion of 

the land promotion sector have changed. At the same time, the land promotion model is now well-

established in the strategic housing land market. Planning risk remains high for landowners and very 

large increases in land value can be realised following a planning consent. In turn, the volume 

housebuilders seem to remain extremely willing buyers for sites.  As the planning system continues to 

evolve under pressure to assist in the delivery of more housing (MHCLG, 2020), it remains to be seen 

in what form the land promotion business model will endure, particularly if there is a concerted move 

towards a ‘zoning style’ planning system in England which could potentially reduce the degree of 

planning risk that can be commodified and profited from by the land promotion sector. 
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Appendices 

 

APPENDIX 1: Dataset Fields 

 

Field Description 
PROJECTID Unique identifier 
HEADING Brief description of development: usually number and type of units 
PROJECT_NAME Name of project (can be blank) 
ADDRESSLINE1 – 3, 
TOWN, COUNTY, 
POSTCODE, 
GOV_REGION 

Address of site to which the project relates. 

VALUE Construction value (£m) 
PLANNINGSTAGE Pre Planning, Outline Plans Submitted, Outline Plans Refused, Outline Plans 

Withdrawn, Outline Plans Granted, Outline Plans Granted after Appeal, Detailed 
Plans Submitted, Application for Reserved Matters, Detailed Plans Refused, Detailed 
Plans Withdrawn, Details Plans Granted, Plans Approved on Appeal, Planning Not 
Required, Listed Building Consent, Reserved Matters Granted 

CONTRACTSTAGE Pre-Tender, Application to Tender, Tender Currently Invited, Tenders Returned, Bills 
Called, Contract Awarded, Start On Site, Imminent Completion, Complete On Site 

STARTDATE (Planned) start date for the project.  Blank if the project is on hold/cancelled 
ENDDATE (Planned) end date for the project.  Blank if the project is on hold/cancelled 
CONTRACTPERIOD Based on start and end dates 
DEV_TYPE Extension, New, New/Extension, New/Refurbishment, 

New/Refurbishment/Extension, Refurbishment, Refurbishment/Extension 
PROJECT_SIZE Small: Non-residential projects construction value under £250k, or Residential 

projects under 10 units 
Large: Non -Residential projects construction value over £250k, or Residential 
projects over 10 units 
Mega: All projects with a construction value of £200m or more 

PROJECTSTATUS Project complete, In-progress, On hold/shelved.  ‘Complete’ is based on the end date 
SITE_AREA Hectares.  Can be blank. 
FLOORAREA Square metres.  Can be blank. 
UNITS Number of units for whole development (e.g. if project was for 10 houses and 1 

office the unit, this would be 11). 
STOREYS Number of storeys.  Can be blank. 
PRIMARYSECTORS Community & Amenity, Education, Hotel and Leisure, Industrial, Medical & Scientific, 

Offices/Commercial, Private Housing, Retail, Social Housing. 
PRIMARYCATEGOR
Y 

Apartments (Private), Apartments (Public), Bungalows & Chalets, Campsites/Holiday 
Vllgs, Community Centres, Elderly Persons Homes (Private), Equestrian/Riding School, 
Guest Houses, Homes & Hostels, Hospitals, Hotels/Motels, Houses (Private), Houses 
(Public), Key Worker Accommodation, Kindergarten/Nurseries, Leisure Centres, Light 
Industrial, Luxury Housing, Nursing Homes, Office Buildings, Pubs/Wine Bars/Clubs, 
Residential Outlines (Private), Residential Outlines (Public), Schools to Sixth Form, 
Sheltered Housing (Private), Sheltered Housing (Public), Shopping Centres, Shops, 
Sports Arena/Halls, Sports/Football Stadia, Student Accommodation, Supermarkets, 
Tennis Courts, Theme Parks, Tourist Information Centres, Universities, Workshops. 

SECTOR_GROUP Catering, Commercial, Educational, Flats and Hostels, Houses and Bungalows, 
Industrial, Medical, Military, Old Peoples Development, Social, Sports. 

MATERIALS Description of the materials relating to the scheme. 
LATESTINFORMATI
ON 

Description of latest stage in development process. 
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Field Description 
SCHEMEDESCRIPTI
ON 

Description of the scheme. 

LEADPLANNINGAPP
LICATIONNUMBER 

LPA planning application reference number.  This is the “active” proposal. 
Developments can have many applications on a project for various reasons, we mark 
one as the lead application, which in most cases tends to be the most recent one, in 
some cases this will be the application for the whole development rather than the 
reserved matters for the individual phases.  

LEADPLANNINGSUB
MISSIONDATE 

Date of submission of lead planning application. 

LEADPLANNINGDEC
ISIONDATE 

Date of decision on planning application.  When blank, it means that the decision is 
pending. 

DECISION Granted, Refused, Withdrawn.  When this is blank, it means that the decision is 
pending. 

COUNCILNAME Name of local planning authority 
FIRSTPUBLISHEDDA
TE 

Date on which the details were entered onto Glenigan’s database? 

LASTRESEARCHDAT
E 

Determines whether the project is ‘live’.  This dataset is an extract: for non-SHLAA: 
2/6/18 – 11/7/19; for SHLAA: 4/7/18 – 11/7/19. 

ROLE_NAME* This field categorises the role of the person or organisation that submitted the 
planning application.  The categories are Client, Development Consultants, Employers 
Agent, End Use, Freeholder, Funding Organisation, Landowner, Leaseholder, 
Occupier/end user, Operator, Owner, Temporary Promoter 

OFFICE_NAME This is the name of the office taking on the role above. 
OFFICE_ID This is a unique office ID to Glenigan, like the Project ID 
ADDR_1 – 3, 
TOWN_NAME, 
COUNTY_NAME, 
POST_CD, 
GOV_REGION, 
PHONE, EMAIL 

Address of ROLE_NAME contact. 

 

*This field is supposed to categorise the role of the person or organisation that submitted the planning 

application.  However, out of 4,614 projects under investigation, 4,518 (98%) are categorised as ‘client’.  

Consequently, the roles had to be manually categorised using the ‘office_name’ field, which records the name 

of the individual or organisation on the planning application.   
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APPENDIX 2: Look-up Table 

 

‘Office_Name’ categories Aggregated categories 
Advertising Agency Landowner 
Broker Broker 
Construction Company Construction Company 
Consultants Consultants 
Consultants / Developer Developer 
Contractor Construction Company 
Contractor / Developer Developer 
Developer Developer 
Developer / Housebuilder Developer 
Developer / Investor Developer 
Developer / Landowner Developer 
Developer / SPV Developer 
Development Corporation Developer 
Fee Developer Developer 
Government Public Sector 
Holding Company Holding Company 
Hotel Operator Landowner 
Housebuilder Housebuilder 
Housebuilder / Promoter Housebuilder 
Housing Association Registered Provider 
Individual Individual 
Investor Investor 
Investor / Developer Investor 
JV Investor 
Landowner Landowner 
Landowner/Other Landowner 
Lettings Agent Broker 
Local Authority (inc PPPs) Public Sector 
Local Authority / Government Public Sector 
Occupier Occupier 
Offshore Company Investor 
Promoter Promoter 
Property Management Co Landowner 
Student Accommodation Landowner 
Waste Management Co Landowner 
Uncategorised Uncategorised 
Data Not Available Uncategorised 

 

 


