Rebuilding
Trust
Discussion Paper
July 2019

The public doesn’t trust the planning system.
Nor does it trust private developers. This is the stark
conclusion of the research we are publishing today.
This lack of trust defines an often confrontational debate about development, regeneration and
building new homes. We see it in stand-offs between communities, councils and private developers.
It deepens when civic and industry leaders fail to explain both the costs and the benefits of
development, or fail to have an honest discussion about the choices and trade-offs we all face if
we’re to meet the UK’s need for more homes.
Low trust is partly the result of a failure of leadership. The truth is, at Grosvenor, as at many
property companies, we have failed to tell our story clearly enough. Historically we have failed to
describe development in terms of its value to the environment and society, as well as outlining the
financial value it brings. And we have failed to open ourselves up enough to scrutiny even though
we are in the hands of policy and decision makers − local planning authorities, regulators, politicians
− and therefore, ultimately, public opinion.
Public trust in the planning system and developers matters. It matters because great places
improve quality of life in cities where population growth is bringing new pressures. It matters
because great places − mixed urban neighbourhoods with new homes or commercial districts with
new jobs − help attract and retain the talent our towns and cities need to thrive.
And it matters because a lack of trust in the planning system is bad for democracy. The planning
system can offer one of the most immediate expressions of democratic accountability. Large-scale
developments are shaped by public policy and decided by politicians. Proposals are open to public
scrutiny and should, in my view, be formed by many more people, and a more diverse range of
voices, than they are now.
Restoring public trust will take time and requires a broad effort backed by industry and civic
leadership. I hope this discussion paper can help frame some of the conversations that might lead
to deeper understanding, greater collaboration and new ways of working. We must collectively
overcome the inertia that sees old homes become obsolete; fewer new homes built; infrastructure
become unfit for purpose and the space for new jobs, schools and public spaces undelivered.
The prize − great places that extend opportunity to all, backed by good public policy and an honest
discussion of the trade-offs − is too great to ignore. We stand ready to play our part.

Craig McWilliam
Chief Executive
Grosvenor Britain & Ireland
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Research findings
We commissioned the large-scale canvassing of
public trust in placemaking and the planning system
for large-scale development in the UK.

This multi-method research, incorporating social media listening, qualitative interviews and an
online survey with 2,183 nationally representative members of the UK public, was carried out in
March this year.
The findings present a stark challenge to civic and industry leaders. Just 2% of participants in our
national survey said they trusted developers to act in an honest way in large-scale development
(Fig. 1). The remainder were divided between distrusting developers (49%) and feeling apathy
towards them (40%).
This picture is little better for local authorities, the other key actor in shaping places. Asked whether
they trusted their local council to make decisions on large-scale development in the best interests
of their local area, just 7% of respondents said they did. Over a third (36%) said that they distrusted
their council, while half (50%) expressed apathy.

Fig. 1 | Trust in planning is very low; apathy and distrust in both developers and councils is
widespread
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Q3. On a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 is “don’t trust at all” and 10 is “trust completely”, to what extent, if at all, do you trust your local council
to make decisions about a large scale development that are in the best interests of the area? Q6. On a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 is
“don’t trust at all” and 10 is “trust completely”, to what extent, if at all, do you trust private developers to act in an honest way when it
comes to large-scale development? Base: all 2,183 respondents
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Tellingly, the research indicates that people who interact with the planning system are more
likely to think large-scale development has a negative impact on their local area. Of those
respondents who had either shared their views with the local council on a development project,
or attended a public consultation, over 60% (66% and 62%) felt negatively about the impact of
development on their local area (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2 | The people who engage in planning are more likely to think that development has
had a negative impact on their local area
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Q: Which, if any, of the following experiences have you had of large scale development in your local area? (Please select all that apply)
Q: Overall, to what extent has the large scale development has a positive or negative impact on your area, or has it made no
difference at all?
Base: all 2,183 respondents

On the drivers of distrust in developers, the biggest was the perception that developers only
care about making or saving money: 75% of respondents identified it as a reason for their
lack of trust (Fig. 3). The second most commonly cited reason for distrust was the belief that
developers do not care about the needs of the local community (54%).

Fig. 3 | Distrust in developers is driven by the perception that they only care about making
and / or saving money
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Q: Which, if any, of the following are reasons that stop you from trusting private developers to act in an honest way? (Please select
all that apply) Base: all 1,944 respondents who did not trust private developers
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Turning to the drivers of distrust in local authorities, the research suggests they are broaderbased (Fig. 4). A significant number of participants (49%) cited councils only caring about making
or saving money, while 43% believed that councils are not held to account on their promises.
Councils’ perceived failure to represent the requirements of the local community is also a key
driver, 39% of respondents saying councils don’t care what the local community needs, and
another 38% saying they don’t understand what that community needs.

Fig. 4 | Distrust in local councils is more multifaceted, driven by poorly perceived
intentions and lack of accountability
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Q: Which, if any, of the following are reasons that stop you from trusting your local council? (Please select all that apply).
Base: all 1,892 respondents who did not trust their local council

When asked how we can increase public trust in large-scale development, respondents cited the
most popular as; ways to hold private developers (74%) and local authorities (72%) to account
for what was promised (Fig. 5).
More opportunity for local people to influence the outcome of development (71%) and more
transparency from private developers through the planning process (69%) were also popular.

Fig. 5 | This results in demands for better ways to hold developers and the local council
to account
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Q: To what extent, if at all, would each of the following increase or decrease your current feelings of trust when it comes
to a large scale development? Base: all 2,183 respondents
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On the detailed changes in approach to communication, transparency, public influence and a
development tax that might restore trust, our findings suggest there will not be a single solution,
but rather a package (Fig. 6).
Amongst other things, a clearer view of the costs and benefits of development and a better
understanding of development tax were popular.
Fig. 6 | The role of the local council and the public will be critical to increasing trust and so
coalitions are important

Ways to increase trust in large - scale development (% public)
45%

The local council publishing both the costs and benefits of large-scale developments

45%

The local council publishing how tax from a development is spent locally

45%

A cap on the profit a private developer can make, above which the local council shares in the
profit for local investment

42%

My local council explaining the choices available from a large scale development (eg
increased low-cost housing, a new medical centre etc)

41%

My local council speaking more openly about the costs and benefits of large-scale development

41%

The local council & the private developer publishing their own financial assessment of largescale developments (eg viability assessments)

40%

A simple way to vote on a private developer’s planning application, with that vote taken into
account by the local council

38%

The early involvement of the local community so that people have a chance to co-design
proposals for a place

34%

A simple way to discuss and vote on the local council’s vision for a place or neighbourhood

34%

A simple way to discuss and vote on the private developer’s proposals for a place or
neighbourhood

33%

Private developers communicating with the local community throughout the large-scale
development

33%

An independent journalist being given access to all meetings and reports

32%

Increased publication of private developers’ proposals for a large scale development

SUMMARY OF FOLLOWING QUESTIONS: Q: Thinking about communication from local councils and private developers
during a large scale development. Q: Thinking about your influence over decisions and how places change... Q: Thinking
about transparency and how local councils and private developers are held to account on their promises... Q: Thinking
about the taxes that local councils collect from large-scale development and the profits that private developers make...
Which, if any, of the following would increase your current feelings of trust when it comes to a large scale development?
(Please select the option that best applies). Base: all 2,183 respondents

Our findings indicate a restoration of trust will be predicated on a better quality conversation
between local councils, private developers and the public.
The scale of the challenge suggests bold industry and civic leadership will be needed.
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The challenges
From the results of this extensive canvassing
and our assessment of the drivers of distrust we
see three principal challenges facing civic and
industry leaders who want to restore public trust
in placemaking and the planning system.

We summarise them here and set out some of the solutions we believe might be available, without
prescribing or advocating a particular approach. We hope they can frame further discussions.
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1

Understanding private profit and public gain

Explaining how the costs and benefits of development − including private profit and
public gain − have been calculated and distributed.
Our polling shows that developers are closely

In that process, developers and councils each make

associated in the public imagination with

a forecast of a large development’s commercial

efforts to put profit maximisation above all

costs and revenues. Their calculations are set

else. In extremis, people believe developers

out in complex assessments of financial viability.

extract profit from their neighbourhoods and

These viability assessments are impenetrable to

give the least possible back. The costs and

most and, partly as a result, they breed distrust that

benefits of large-scale development − and the

developers are gaming the system. At the same

balance between the two − are often poorly

time, when financial claw-back mechanisms are put

communicated. At the same time, risk and profit

in place, they are often opaque and, if triggered, are

are little understood. Partly for these reasons,

often done so out of public sight.

property companies struggle to talk about the
necessity of taking on risk and making a profit
to deliver the wider societal and environmental
benefits of development.
Equally, councils are perceived to target financial
returns and savings above all else. Councils
inevitably face difficult choices and trade-offs.
They have to establish how the benefits of
development should best be distributed. This
is in a landscape in which, for example, nine out
of 10 pounds spent to build homes of all types
in London comes from the private sector, and
only one in every 10 from the public sector.1 And

Finally, it is contended that developers and
local authorities too often present some of the
benefits of their investment − for example lowcost housing, new parks, schools, better streets
− as ‘gifts’ to the community. These gifts are
sometimes perceived as ‘balancing items’ at the
end of private commercial negotiations between
the council and the developer, despite in fact
being tightly regulated by planning law.
Of course private development cannot solve all
of society’s challenges, and there is often a clash
between high expectations and reality. Developers
might be expected to fund social housing, for

they have to decide how the revenue raised by

example, without regard to the commercial

development tax − principally the Community

feasibility of doing so.

Infrastructure Levy and S106 contributions −
should be spent if it is not invested in the area

Contrary to perceptions, developers are also

of the tax-raising development itself. By way

captured by the planning system. That system,

of example, in the wider South East of England

which is “nationalised” but poorly understood by

around £4billion is raised from development

the public, has in turn blurred accountability for

tax, three quarters of the total development tax

great places and a broad understanding of the

take in the UK.

costs and benefits of large-scale development.

2

1. Hard Choices: How much should the nation spend on building new homes?’ − London First, September 2018.
2. £4.3billion raised from the Community Infrastructure Levy and Section 106 contributions. ‘Building Trust: Insight Paper on Good
Growth by Tony Travers’ − Westminster Property Association, November 2018.
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2

Extending the public’s influence over places

Attracting meaningful, practical and popular public influence over the results of
large-scale development.

Our polling indicates few local people get involved in the public conversation about large-scale
development proposals, and that those who do are more likely to think that development has a
negative impact on their local area. It suggests the approach developers take to consulting the
public on planning proposals is only either attracting the disgruntled few or souring perceptions,
or both.
There are many reasons for this. A legal, highly technical and complex planning system is
hard to scrutinise. It is not widely understood how planning policy − which is set by national
Government and local councils – regulates the options available to developers and helps define
the quality of places.
In turn, councils sometimes struggle to convey the link between their vision for a place and the
planning rules and policy targets they believe can deliver it.
This is complicated by the fact that councils perform several functions: councillors and officers
are plan-makers; officers assess planning applications; and councillors decide whether or not to
approve planning and advocate for affected communities.
So the planning system often fails to empower people to shape the future of their
neighbourhood through large-scale development. It offers few, if any, opportunities for the
choices and trade-offs facing councils, communities and developers to be evaluated. The result
is that many people feel that large-scale development is done to them, not with or for them.
This is compounded by the fact that the approach developers take to consulting the public is
sometimes unsophisticated and often met with suspicion. Many people feel decisions have
already been made and that consultations are therefore not conducted in good faith.
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3

Holding public and private sector actors to account

Calling for transparency, consistency and accountability, throughout the life of a
large-scale development.

Short-term decisions on large-scale development are complex, technical and come with long-term
consequences (a decision taking many years to materialise in the form of changes to a place). The
planning process is perceived to be opaque and comes with few options to hold decision-makers
and developers to account.
Our polling, focus group discussions and interviews indicate that, partly as a result, people believe
developers and local councils reach decisions without recourse. As it stands, the promises made
before a planning application are not consistently and publicly tracked.
If councils and developers are to grow public trust in placemaking, they face the challenge not only
of communicating commercial negotiations, or of ceding control over development proposals. They
must also be held to a greater measure of account − not least because the benefits of large-scale
development take many years to materialise, during which time the make-up of local people and
those accountable can change.
So many people feel there is insufficient public scrutiny of the short-term decisions being made
for a planning application that will have long-term, irreversible consequences. And they feel in turn
that councils and developers cannot be held to their commitments, partly because there are no
standardised, simple and comparable measures of long-term success.
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The opportunities
We believe the scale of the challenges we have
set out calls for renewed civic and industry
leadership. We see three principal routes to
success, and the solutions summarised here
are put forward for discussion.
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1

Understanding private profit and public gain

Explaining how the costs and benefits of development − including private profit and
public gain − have been calculated and distributed.
Overcoming the country’s housing shortage and improving places and infrastructure to grow everyone’s
quality of life will demand far greater pragmatism, honesty and creativity from all sides. Private
investment − at scale − will be needed to deliver the homes, offices, schools, public spaces and urban
infrastructure the country needs.
Private profit and development tax will need to be more broadly understood by the public − how they are
generated, the risks involved and how profitable development can bring local improvements to a place.

Possible solutions
a. Developers and councils should publish an assessment of the social, economic and environmental
impact of their large-scale development after its construction − leading, over time, to an industry-wide
standard that helps the public to compare and judge success.

b. Developers and councils should jointly publish their forecast ranges of commercial costs and returns
in simple, publicly accessible and understandable terms − leading, over time, to greater standardisation.
Both sides should offer a simple explanation of differences in these forecasts, as well as of the costs and
benefits of the development proposals, allowing the public to weigh them up.

c. Developers and councils should more often establish a one-off review of the commercial
performance of large-scale developments, if on application they do not meet the council’s key policy
targets. This mechanism would allow for an agreed proportion of any unexpected profit to be locally
invested over and above the developer’s stated development return.

d. Councils should ask the relevant, local communities to help them decide how tax revenues generated
by a development − Section 106 contributions and the Community Infrastructure Levy − are spent locally,
with a representative poll where necessary.
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2

Extending the public’s influence over places

Attracting meaningful, practical and popular public influence over the results
of large-scale development.
On the one hand, developers need to bring new confidence and public validation to
consultation, setting realistic expectations and offering meaningful, practical and popular
influence over their proposals. And in turn, there is an opportunity for councils to incentivise
public participation by offering greater direct influence.
Large-scale development requires sustained openness and transparency over a long period of
time. The views of a wide range of local people should be gathered early enough to influence
proposals. The choices and trade-offs should be aired by both the council and the developer if
people are to understand the context. And throughout, the opacity and complexity of planning
rules for development should not be an excuse for falling public interest and participation.
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Possible solutions
a. Developers should publish their own plain English gold standard for public consultation
setting their pledges for meaningful, practical and popular influence over large-scale
development proposals over each stage of design, against which they can be judged.

b. Councils and developers should open large-scale development proposals to public
influence early on and pre-application. They should clearly explain how the views of the public
have led to changed designs, and give the reasons if they have not.

c. Councils should call on developers to reach a cross section of the local community
with accessible, online tools to vote on proposals for a place or neighbourhood − and
should in turn take the views of the broader public into account when assessing a planning
application.

d. Developers should in tandem allow a cross section of the local community to vote on
the benefits it would like to see from a profitable development − within the aspirations and
constraints of that development − and commit to delivering those priorities, or give the
reasons if they cannot (for example if they do not meet the council’s priorities).

e. Councils should ask the relevant, local communities to help them decide how tax revenues
generated by a development − Section 106 contributions and the Community Infrastructure
Levy − are spent locally, with a representative poll where necessary.
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3

Holding public and private sector actors
to account

Calling for transparency, consistency and accountability, throughout
the life of a large-scale development.
The democracy of the planning system is viewed by some as being in a poor state. A
process and culture change will be needed to overturn the often sterile, oppositional
public debate we see today about housing, growth and development. The opportunity
to build a far more inclusive, broader-based, deliberative democracy is substantial.
Our canvassing indicates strong backing for a new era of transparency, consistency
and, where possible, recourse in the planning process for large-scale development. The
interaction between communities, councils and developers should benefit from the
same scrutiny, insight and influence other public discourses face.
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Possible solutions
a. Councils should publish simple summaries of planning applications for large-scale
development in publicly accessible and easily understood terms, setting out a ‘traffic-light’
assessment of the application’s likely outcomes against its own vision for the place.

b. Councils should open to the public a small number of meetings with developers − for key
decisions or discussions on large-scale development − to bring greater understanding and
insight from the public’s observation.

c. Developers should, where possible, embed an independent commentator to scrutinise
the public consultation of a large-scale development and help explain objectively to a wider
audience the choices available and the decisions made by both the developer and the council.

d. Developers should publish a ‘traffic-light’ assessment of the social and economic
impact of their large-scale development after its construction − leading, over time, to an
industry-wide standard that helps the public to compare and judge success. They should
incorporate the views of local people and the assessment should be publicised by councils.
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Conclusion
We don’t believe we’re alone in acknowledging
the public’s perceptions, the scale of the
challenge and the call on private and public
sector leaders to respond with renewed
openness and accountability.
This discussion paper offers a wide set of
possible solutions without prescribing or
advocating a particular approach. We hope it
can frame some of the conversations that lead
to solutions. At Grosvenor, we stand ready to
instigate and contribute to those conversations,
as part of wider efforts to open ourselves to new
ideas and rebuild public trust.
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