UK land value capture reforms remain ineffective amid ongoing developer profit surge
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The UK’s flawed approach to land value capture and developer contributions continues to be a glaring obstacle to delivering meaningful improvements for local communities. Despite the rhetoric of reform, the government’s current policies are largely ineffective at ensuring that profits from land value increases benefit those they are supposed to—the residents living amid these developments. Instead of fostering genuine, community-focused growth, the system remains a tangled web of delays, inconsistencies, and unfulfilled promises.
The ongoing inquiry by parliamentary committees exposes a system riddled with inefficiencies. The reliance on section 106 agreements and the Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) has failed to produce the anticipated infrastructure upgrades—schools, GP surgeries, transport—leaving communities to suffer while developers walk away with inflated profits. Lengthy negotiations and local discrepancies have become the norm, with local authorities hamstrung by underfunded planning departments that struggle to oversee fair contributions effectively. This chronic mismanagement highlights the urgent need for reform that actually works—something the government has yet to deliver.
Moreover, the practice of developers renegotiating affordable housing commitments on the grounds of viability—often well after construction begins—undermines any real progress towards affordable homes. The notion that profits should be prioritized over community needs remains a troubling sign that current policies are designed to serve developers rather than residents. Instead of tightening regulations to ensure developers pay their fair share, government proposals seem more inclined to ease the burden—such as cutting affordable housing requirements from 35% to 20% in London—an approach that risks inflating land prices and inflating profits at the expense of those who need genuinely affordable homes most.
This tilt in policy indicates a system increasingly out of touch with the realities faced by communities. The notion that developers can “voluntarily” contribute more, or that a new infrastructure levy will somehow fix the deep-rooted flaws, is naïve. Industry insiders warn that new charges could delay projects and increase costs, which ultimately gets passed on to the public. It’s a clear sign that the government’s attempts at reform are more cosmetic than substantive, perpetuating a cycle where the financial interests of developers are prioritized over the housing needs of ordinary people.
Alarmingly, billions of pounds earmarked for infrastructure—paid by developers—remain unspent, sitting idle in local authorities’ coffers instead of benefiting the communities they are meant to serve. This systemic failure demonstrates that the current system's integrity is compromised at every level, from the initial negotiation to the actual delivery of affordable housing. The government’s reliance on a restrictive, often unworkable, planning framework only serves to deepen these failings, further alienating residents and undermining trust in the system.
The promise of a new infrastructure levy and ongoing initiatives such as the New Towns programme are measures that, in their current form, appear to be more about ticking political boxes than delivering real change. As local analyses reveal, re-allocations of funds and shifting priorities threaten to undermine community engagement and could distort how development benefits those most affected. Instead of meaningful reform, these are window dressing policies aimed at placating critics rather than solving the fundamental problems.
Ultimately, the government’s approach remains misaligned with the urgent needs of communities. Piecemeal reforms and promises of long-term strategies have yet to materialize into real steps towards transparency, fairness, and sustainability. The failure to enforce meaningful land value contributions and to hold developers accountable for their commitments prolongs a crisis where local residents are left footing the bill—while profits soar for those already well-positioned.
This situation underscores the necessity for a fundamental reset—one that prioritizes the needs of local communities over the profits of developers, and enforces a transparent, fairer system that captures land value uplift for public benefit. Without such decisive action, the cycle of underinvestment and inadequate infrastructure will only worsen, leaving communities to bear the brunt of a broken system that refuses to reform in their interest.
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