
 

UK cities need greener new builds—and
more of them
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Manchester’s Castlefield Viaduct has transformed an abandoned elevated railway
into a community garden. Credit: David Dixon/Wikimedia, CC BY-SA
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http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


 

Amid the growing local government bankruptcy crisis, as many as half
of the local authorities in England and Wales might be forced to cut their
green spaces budgets. The situation in Scotland and Northern Ireland is
not much better. A survey by the Local Government Association in
February 2024 found that 48% of local authorities say they plan to
defund, to varying degrees, the parks and other green spaces within their
areas.

England's urban green spaces alone are estimated to provide up to £6.6
billion in benefits to the communities that use them each year. Yet using
them isn't open to everyone.

There is significant social inequality in terms of access to urban green
spaces. In December 2023, the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
parliamentary committee heard evidence that the most affluent 20% of
urban wards have as much as five times more publicly accessible green
space that the most deprived wards.

Urban green spaces have long been poorly funded and vulnerable to local
government budget cuts. The question then is how to create more
inclusive and sustainable green spaces in our cities.

Urban green space under threat

After Birmingham city council effectively declared bankruptcy in 2023,
it voted on a series of budget cuts amounting to £300 million. All non-
statutory spending was frozen, which included funding for parks,
gardens and other green assets.

2/6

https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/local-government-budget-setting-surveys-202425
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/52/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/news/197518/mps-to-explore-how-green-spaces-in-builtup-areas-can-help-to-meet-the-environmental-challenges-of-urban-living/#:~:text=The%20Government%20has%20estimated%20that,an%20environmental%20and%20social%20cost.
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/52/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/news/197518/mps-to-explore-how-green-spaces-in-builtup-areas-can-help-to-meet-the-environmental-challenges-of-urban-living/#:~:text=The%20Government%20has%20estimated%20that,an%20environmental%20and%20social%20cost.
https://phys.org/tags/urban+green+spaces/
https://phys.org/tags/urban+green+spaces/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/13954/pdf/
https://phys.org/tags/city/
https://dluhcmedia.blog.gov.uk/2024/03/05/response-to-birmingham-city-council-coverage/


 

The Save Birmingham lobbying group was subsequently set up to create
an index of assets of community value. The idea, in the long term, is to
find co-operative models for running these important spaces.

The 2023 State of Nature report (produced by a consortium of
conservation and research organizations) highlights the UK as "one of
the most nature depleted" countries on Earth. It reveals shocking levels
of decline between 1970 and 2019 in plant distribution across England,
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, including 54% for certain
flowering plant species and 59% for Bryophytes (which includes mosses
and liverworts). As part of a wider solution, the report states that "the
greening of urban spaces" is a priority, particularly with housing and
broader building targets increasing.

The value, in economic and social well-being terms, of urban greening is
incontrovertible. Natural England, a government advisory body, shows
how city parks, community gardens, playing fields and other urban sites
were the most visited type of green space in England. Indeed, living
within 100 meters of such an area can raise house prices by an average
of £2,500.

Research has long demonstrated the immense potential of scaling up
innovative urban greening within our cities. Public health experts
estimate that green social prescribing—which the NHS defines as
encouraging people to spend time in nature to improve physical and
mental health—could save up to £300 million and lead to 4.5 million
fewer GP appointments each year in England alone.

Urban greening could also help to meet urban food demands. A 2020
study in New York showed that rooftop farming could supply 38% of
the city's leafy green needs.

Green developments
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https://savebirmingham.org/
https://stateofnature.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/TP25999-State-of-Nature-main-report_2023_FULL-DOC-v12.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/the-people-and-nature-survey-for-england-data-tables-and-publications-from-adults-survey-year-3-april-2022-march-2023-official-statistics/adults-year-3-annual-report-april-2022-march-2023-official-statistics
https://phys.org/tags/community+gardens/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/articles/urbangreenspacesraisenearbyhousepricesbyanaverageof2500/2019-10-14
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1353829221001507
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/126050/pdf/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00330124.2023.2286591
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsufs.2020.00076/full


 

In the UK, legislation to boost the country's biodiversity was introduced
in early 2024. This aims to enhance the natural habitat of new
developments by ensuring that they contribute to a minimum 10% uplift
in terms of the quality of the local natural habitat.

Our research shows this could really make a difference. New-build
estates in and around urban agglomerations are often characterized by
large areas of hard landscaping and a lack of creative design around their
environmental features.

The new legislation should ensure a change in landscaping practices.
Instead of expanses of impermeable hard surfaces, architects could opt
for permeable vegetated surfaces, that could still take the weight of
parked vehicles. Green roofs could be encouraged on flat-roofed
structures, such as garages or common areas. Timber, concrete and
wooden fences could be replaced by hedges using native species.

Healthy hedgerows can provide shelter for wildlife. They protect the soil
and contribute to flood control. Ambitious developers may even consider
using native species, including productive edible hedges with sloes,
elders, damsons, apples and similar species.

Community orchards are another creative way to improve the green
spaces new-build developments provide. A range of organizations
already champion this approach. City of Trees in Greater Manchester,
has created more than 141 orchards, planted 1,612 street trees and
enabled 6,009 meters of hedgerow.

With the general election underway, all parties are backing the need for
more housing. The Local Government Association argues that England
alone needs 250,000 more houses a year, more than double the 130,000
currently being built. The National Housing Federation, meanwhile, says
that's nowhere near enough—it argues the target should be closer to
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https://www.gov.uk/guidance/understanding-biodiversity-net-gain
https://www.mdpi.com/2073-445X/12/10/1915
https://hedgerowsurvey.ptes.org/the-benefits-of-healthy-hedgerows
https://www.cityoftrees.org.uk/
https://www.local.gov.uk/topics/housing-and-planning/house-building-england
https://www.housing.org.uk/our-work/building-new-homes/


 

340,000.

But it's not just numbers that count. The push towards sustainability has
meant places including Birmingham and Manchester are seeing a return
to high-rise towers. Landscaping and food growing have been an
afterthought.

City residents need their leaders to think creatively about both the nature
of the new housing (building types, estate layouts and densities) and
where it's located. There are plenty of green champions to emulate,
including Social Farms & Gardens, with its support for city farming and
community growing at a national level, to Sow the City which works
with housing providers and others to enable creative greening. The
National Trust's Castlefield Viaduct project in Manchester is a prime
example of how even aging industrial assets can be transformed into
havens for nature.

Housing developments last for decades. The garden cities of a century
ago are now mature, green pleasant and high-value places. If today's new
developments don't follow suit, they runs the clear risk of becoming the
slums of the future.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.farmgarden.org.uk/
https://www.sowthecity.org/
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