Charity worker Stephen Nash on the patio of the new studio flat he has bought in north London Photograph: Graeme Robertson
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Small step on to" the ladder

Affordable homes for young
key workers have always
been in short supply. But a
private developer has a
pocket-sized solution

Saba Salman

With its award-winning architect design,
split-level patio, roof terrace and enviable
location just 15 minutes from London’s
West End, Stephen Nash’snewhomeisthe
kind he alwaysaspired to, and could never
afford. But thanks to a private developer
that targets key workers, academics and
low-paid private sector workers, Nash, a
32-year-old charity worker, bought the
studio flat outright last month.

“Ijust fell in love with it,” Nash says of
hisflatinthe22-homebuildingin Camden,
north London, “Before this place, there
was nothing within my reach. I don’t
qualify for social housing, and didn’t fancy
shared ownership.”

The £2.6m block, on the site of a former
taxi repair workshop, is special not only
because it provides home ownership for
the often overlooked intermediate market
-thefirst-timebuyers whoare priced out of
getting on to the housing ladder and don’t
qualify for social housing - but because it
was created without any public money.

The developer, Pocket, builds its grant-
free schemes on smallsites, suchas former
pubs or workshops, in partnership with
local councils. Under section 106 planning
gain agreements, the developer gets plan-
ning permission in return for restricting
eligibility to households earningless than

£72,000. That sounds like a lot, but still
does not go far in the capital. The proper-
ties are aimed at those earning between
£25,000and £30,000 and have toberesold
within the intermediate market, so the
homes stay affordable. As well as being
located in established neighbourhoods,
the flats feature communal patios, cycle
racks, and car club schemes.

Pocket has another development in
Hounslow, west London, and athirdisdue
to open next month in Ealing, also west
London. Over the next twoyearsit plansto
create 500 similar flats across the capital.
It works with a specialist mortgage broker
that secures mortgages of up to 90% for
first-time buyers. Pocket can afford to sell
atadiscount - typically 20% less than the
average cost of a home in the same area -
because of'its high density development.
Where a larger developer would build 14
homes, Pocket can create 35 one-bedroom
flats or studios. It targets sites that oth-
ers might consider too small, or on which
other developers would create too small
an amount of private housing to oblige
them to include any affordable homes.

Pocket’s director, Marc Vlessing,
explains: “The intermediate housing
market is a critical part of the solution
to the housing market’s problems. Local
authorities have no obligation to house
those in intermediate housing need and

The developer gets
planning permission
in return for restricting
eligibility to lower-
income households

the system prioritises social housing. We
certainly don’t claim to be the answer to
the housingcrisis, butit’sjust more homes
to add to the supply.”

Vlessing says that the biggest chal-
lenge to creating more grant-free homes
is “getting planning departments to think
about intermediate housing”. He adds:
“We need a cultural shift in the housing
debate as there’s no discussion of inter-
mediate housing at the moment.”

Accordingtoresearch consultant Home-
track, 41% of younger working house-
holds in London are in the intermediate
housing market, 40% in the south-west
and 36% in the south-east. As a result,
the government’s new Homes and Com-
munities Agency is keen to create more
intermediate housing. David Lunts, the
HCA’s regional director for London, says:
“Theintermediate marketisaveryimpor-
tant slice of the population because if we
don’t help first-time buyers, we won’t
get the housing market moving. Finding
a product that is appealing to people on
modest incomes isimportant.”

The downside of such schemes is that
buyers still need a hefty deposit - Nash
put down a £25,000 deposit - and Pocket
properties are also small, the flats being
around 25-35 square metres (300-400
square feet).

But Vlessing stresses that the high-
quality design means that the homes do
not feel cramped and, as Nash points out,
the space is perfect for his current needs.
“Asasingle man whoneedstobein central
London, thissuitsme,” he says. “Maybein
five years’ time I’ll want more space, but
no one lives in their first home forever.
This is a good first step on the ladder.”

Details at pocketliving.com »



