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INTRODUCTION
1

Roger Tym & Partners, supported by A.P. Sheehan & Co, has been jointly commissioned
by Wirral Council and Liverpool City Council to undertake a Strategic Housing Land
Availability Assessment (SHLAA) across Wirral and Liverpool. The purpose of the study
is to establish whether sufficient suitable sites are currently available (or likely to become
available in the foreseeable future), which could meet the Councils’ dwelling targets as
prescribed by the approved North West Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS). The study will
also consider capacity to accommodate the higher rate of housing growth that is required,
now that Mersey Heartlands has been designated a ‘New Growth Point’.

2

Through the assessment we will review all potential sites in terms of their ‘suitability’,
‘availability’ and ‘achievability’ for housing development, in accordance with the CLG’s
SHLAA Practice Guidance of July 2007. We have prepared this summary Residential
Market Commentary Paper, in which we provide an initial review of the local housing
market, so as to set the context for the assessment of sites’ achievability later in the study.
This Paper focuses on the local housing market in Wirral; we have prepared a separate
Residential Market Commentary Paper which concentrates on the local housing market in
Liverpool.

3

It is important to emphasise that this Paper does not constitute a formal housing market
assessment, but draws instead upon key themes arising from existing, valuable data
sources. As such, our Paper draws upon data collected from the Wirral Strategic Housing
Market Assessment (2007), our own primary research, and information on the local
property market obtained through consultations with estate agents, developers and
housebuilders. The Paper is intended to provide a broad overview of past, current and
emerging residential trends in the Borough, and includes commentary on house prices,
areas of high and low demand, affordable housing, and the mix of housing stock. We also
consider localised factors, important to the delivery and development of housing sites
over the forthcoming years.

CONTEXT – THE STUDY AREA
4

The Metropolitan Borough of Wirral is located on a peninsula and is bordered by the River
Mersey to the east, the Dee Estuary to the west, the Irish Sea to the north, and by
Cheshire West and Chester Borough to the south. The Borough covers an area of 60.35
square miles1, and comprises both urban and rural areas, including 25 miles of coastline.
The Borough had a population of 310,125 in 2006, and comprised 136,758 individual
households2.

5

Population density in Wirral (at 19.9 persons per hectare) is well above the average for
the North West as a whole (4.8 persons per hectare)3. Indeed, Wirral is the 91st most
densely populated local authority area in the country, despite having experienced
population decline for the last 30 years.

6

There are around 47 settlements within the Borough, although many of the settlements
(particularly those towards the east of Wirral) are difficult to distinguish within the urban
form, as they are located in very close proximity to one another. Notwithstanding this,
Birkenhead is the largest ‘settlement’ within Wirral, with a resident population of around
84,000 (in 2001). Wallasey and Bebington are the next-biggest settlements, with
populations of around 58,000 people each, followed by Heswall, Greasby and Moreton,
with over 25,000 residents each. Hoylake and West Kirby are also significant, each
having a population of around 13,000. Of the remaining 39 settlements that we have

1

Fordham Research, Wirral Housing Need and Market Assessment (2007)
MapInfo Anysite Data, 2007
3
Census, 2001
2
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identified each has a resident population of less than 1,000. The main settlements in
Wirral are identified in Figure 1 below.
7

Wirral is an area of relatively high environmental quality, particularly towards the west of
the Borough, and benefits from extensive areas of countryside and coastline. Indeed,
Wirral has ten nationally designated Sites of Special Scientific Interest, two designated
European nature conservation sites, four Areas of Special Landscape Value and several
Local Nature Reserves. Furthermore, a significant proportion of Wirral is designated as
Green Belt, particularly towards the centre and west of Wirral (as shown in Figure 1
below). Over 40 per cent of the Borough is open countryside, with much of it of high
landscape quality4. Whilst these designations will contribute towards a pleasant
environment and high quality of life, particularly in the area towards the west of the
Borough, the high level of environmental protection is also a significant restraint on further
housing development in these areas.
Figure 1 – Overview of the Study Area (Main Settlements and Environmental
Designations)

8

The Wirral housing market has close physical and functional connections with the housing
markets of neighbouring authorities, particularly Liverpool, Cheshire West and Chester,
and parts of north Wales. This wider housing market area has been characterised in the
past by a significant trend of population decline, resulting in lower demand for housing.

9

Wirral, in particular, has experienced significant restructuring, with a major decline in its
heavy manufacturing and dock-based industrial sector over the last 30 years. As Wirral
began to lose its heavy industrial base, socio-economic decline set in among local
neighbourhoods and consequently the housing market suffered. Families with the
financial means to move from north-eastern Wirral did so. This left concentrations of low-

4

Wirral MBC, Annual Monitoring Report (2008)
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income and unemployed households in areas of declining housing markets, largely in the
Egremont, Seacombe, Birkenhead, Tranmere and Rock Ferry areas.
10

The emergence of a severe problem of low demand in some parts of Wirral and Liverpool
led to the formation of the NewHeartlands Pathfinder in 2003, as part of the Government’s
Housing Market Renewal (HMR) Pathfinder programme. The NewHeartlands Pathfinder
is expected to last 10 to 15 years, and covers around 24,000 properties in Wirral5. The
Wirral area of NewHeartlands includes the former Birkenhead, Tranmere and Seacombe
electoral wards, together with parts of the former Bidston and Liscard electoral wards.
The programme aims to deliver major investment and regeneration in these areas of
Wirral and involves the refurbishment of existing dwellings, together with the clearance
and replacement of older stock.

11

In contrast, however, the western side of Wirral has a very buoyant housing market, which
has created high levels of housing demand and development pressures in the area. The
west of Wirral contains the most desirable properties and its neighbourhoods have
witnessed rapid house price increases in recent years, to the extent where affordability
problems have begun to emerge.

12

Wirral thus exhibits some noticeable differences in terms of both socio-economic
indicators and housing stock in different parts of the Borough, and it is important to note
from the outset that Borough-wide statistics are of limited use, due to the scale of variation
across Wirral. Indeed, Wirral contains some of the largest disparities in its resident
population of all local authorities in the UK. For example, areas of Wirral are located at
both the extreme upper end (west Wirral) and extreme lower end of the Index of Multiple
Deprivation (east Wirral, as highlighted in Figure 2 below). One of the key priorities of the
Council’s housing strategy for the Borough is, therefore, to reduce the inequalities and
create a more balanced local housing market.
Figure 2 – Index of Multiple Deprivation 2007, Lower Super Output Areas

5

Wirral MBC, Private Sector Housing Strategy, 2007 - 2010
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BOROUGH-WIDE HOUSING MARKET TRENDS
Population Profile and Growth
13

Wirral’s population has declined significantly over the last 30 years, from 355,000 during
the 1970s, to 310,200 in mid-20076. The trend of population decline in Wirral contrasts
with the population growth experienced across much of the UK over the same period.
Figure 3 below provides an index of population change between 1996 and 2006, and
shows that whilst Wirral’s population decreased by 5.2 per cent, population increased by
0.4 per cent regionally, and 2.7 per cent nationally. Over just a ten year period, Wirral’s
population decreased by around 17,200 persons.
Figure 3 – Index of Population Change, 1996 to 2006

Source – Fordham Research, Strategic Housing Market Assessment (2007)

14

Population decline in Wirral is primarily due to migration out of the area. The rate of outmigration reached an average of 800 persons per year, between 2001 and 2006, rising to
900 persons between 2006 and 20077. The main destinations of people migrating away
from Wirral are Denbighshire, Flintshire and Cheshire, whilst there has been some inmigration from Liverpool (as shown in Figure 4 below).

15

One of the aspirations of the Council is to reverse the trend of population decline, and the
Council hopes to encourage investment in the local housing stock through the
NewHeartlands Pathfinder programme and the Mersey Heartlands Growth Point. Indeed,
the Growth Point aims to deliver thousands of additional homes in Wirral and Liverpool by
2017 – over and above those that are prescribed by the RSS - in order to retain and meet
the needs of existing communities and to attract new households, especially families, into
the area.

6
7

Wirral MBC, Annual Monitoring Report (2008)
Wirral MBC, Annual Monitoring Report (2008)
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Figure 4 – Patterns of Net Migration Within the Liverpool City Region

Source – GVA Grimley, Liverpool City Region Housing Strategy (May 2007)

16

A consequence of the long-term migration out of Wirral, is that the local population
structure has become skewed towards the older and less mobile age groups. Table 1
below compares the age structure of the population in Wirral to the national average, both
in 2009 and as projected in 2026. Table 1 indicates that Wirral currently has a lower
proportion of young people in the 15 to 39 age bracket, than nationally. Conversely,
Wirral has a higher proportion of residents in the older age bands than England as a
whole (age 60 + years).

17

This trend is set to continue, and Table 1 demonstrates that over the period to 2026, there
will be a 5.5 percentage point increase in the proportion of residents aged 60 years and
above in Wirral, which will have long-term implications for the provision of appropriate
forms of accommodation and support for older people.

18

Fordham Research’s Strategic Housing Market Assessment estimates that there are
29,721 households in Wirral with one or more resident in an identified special needs
group. This represents 21.7 per cent of all households, which is higher than the national
average of 13 to 14 per cent. ‘Physically disabled’ is the most predominant special needs
group, and there are 17,803 households with a physically disabled household member.
The next largest group is ‘frail elderly’, and 6,697 households have a member in this
category. Fordham Research also found that special needs households are more likely
than households overall to be living in unsuitable housing. The specific needs of these
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households must also be taken into account when considering the nature of future
housing supply in Wirral.
Table 1 – Age Structure of the Population in 2009 and 2026 (Wirral and England)
Age Group

Wirral

England

2009

2026

2009

2026

0 -14

17.7%

17.8%

17.5%

17.5%

15 – 24

12.9%

10.9%

13.3%

11.5%

25 - 39

16.2%

17.2%

20.3%

20.2%

40 - 59

27.6%

22.8%

26.8%

24.5%

60 – 74

16.2%

17.9%

14.4%

15.6%

75 +

9.5%

13.3%

7.8%

10.7%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

100.0%

TOTAL

Source – ONS, 2006-based Sub-National Population Projections (June 2008)

Housing Stock and Condition
19

The spectrum of housing stock in Wirral is reasonably varied, from Victorian terraces and
inter-war, suburban semi-detached houses, through to modern, large detached properties
and apartments. Table 2 below provides a breakdown of the housing stock in Wirral as of
2001, and compares this to the breakdown at the national level. Care should be taken,
however, when interpreting the breakdown of such stock, because new-build stock has
been made available in the Borough since 2001.

20

Table 2 shows that the proportion of households living in both detached properties and
apartments is below the national average. Conversely, in Wirral a large proportion of the
local population live in semi-detached property (42 per cent), compared to the national
average of 32 per cent. Meanwhile, the proportion of households living in terraced
housing in Wirral is the same as the national profile.
Table 2 – Housing Stock, 2001
Property Type
Detached

% of Households Living in Property Type
Wirral

England

17%

23%

Semi-Detached

42%

32%

Terraced

26%

26%

Apartment

16%

19%

Other

0%

1%

100%

100%

TOTAL

Source – Census, 2001

21

It should be noted, however, that the figures in Table 2 represent housing stock in the
Borough as a whole; there is great variation in housing stock within the different parts of
Wirral. For example, the proliferation of semi-detached housing is primarily located in the
suburbs of west Wirral. Meanwhile, the proportion of households living in terraced
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housing – which is often seen as an indicator of areas at risk of market failure – varies from
4.5 per cent in Heswall ward to 58.8 per cent in Seacombe ward8.
22

In addition, anecdotal evidence obtained from our conversations with local estate agents
for this study confirms that different parts of the Borough are characterised by different
types of housing stock. For example, Caldy on the west coast comprises predominantly
high quality, detached properties at the high end of the market; Birkenhead and
Seacombe are predominantly terraced areas; West Kirby consists of three-storey terraced
properties; and Heswall has a lot of semi-detached dwellings. There is a need to
introduce more variety into the housing stock in certain areas, particularly towards the
east of Wirral, because many of the existing terraced properties are in a poor state of
repair and suffer from low demand. These issues are being addressed through the
NewHeartlands HMR Pathfinder programme, which aims to improve poor quality housing
stock and provide new quality homes which will diversify property types and provide a
mixture of tenures in the inner Wirral area.

23

The estate agents also noted that there is a lack of modern, new-build homes in west
Wirral, following adoption of the Council’s Interim Planning Policy on New Housing
Development in 2005, which restricts the grant of residential planning outside the
NewHeartlands Pathfinder area. Meanwhile, at the Borough-wide level, estate agents
expressed concern at the lack of large, modern family homes, and noted that there is
limited property choice available for families, and a specific deficiency of semidetached/detached property with 3-4 bedrooms, parking and a garden. Several estate
agents also noted that there is an under-supply of suitable bungalow accommodation for
the Borough’s elderly residents.

24

Conversely, anecdotal evidence from local estate agents indicated that there is an oversupply of apartments within Wirral, many of which are empty and will not sell. The estate
agents explained that there is a lack of demand for apartment living, and more demand for
traditional family housing.

25

In terms of the overall condition of the existing housing stock, the Council Stock Condition
Survey identified that social housing stock is in generally good condition, although further
investment is still needed. Meanwhile, the Private Sector Stock Condition Survey
identified that 30.7 per cent of properties throughout the Borough are non-decent, with
41.6 per cent of properties in the HMR area failing to meet decency standards9. Indeed,
Wirral has around 30,000 pre-1919 terraced properties and a further 35,000 private sector
properties built between 1919 and 1944, and the Council’s Housing Strategy Statement
explains that, ‘much of this ageing housing stock is of poor quality, deteriorating condition
and is a cause for concern’. It is evident, therefore, that there is a requirement for
provision of more modern dwellings within certain parts of the Borough to complement
and, in some cases replace, both public and private sector stock that is no longer fit for
purpose.

Residential Property Prices
Wirral Borough – Trends in Property Prices
26

Across the Borough as a whole, house prices were very buoyant at the beginning of the
twenty-first century, and almost doubled over the period 2000 to 2004. Between 2004
and 2006 prices continued to rise, albeit at a slower rate than in the 2000 to 2004 period,
and peaked at the end of 2006. This trend is commensurate with that experienced at
regional and national levels.

27

The anecdotal evidence from local estate agents corresponds with local house price data
collected from Land Registry by Fordham Research, which we reproduce in Figure 5

8
9

Fordham Research, Strategic Housing Market Assessment – Technical Appendix (2007)
Wirral MBC, Housing Strategy Statement, 2005-2010
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below. Figure 5 shows that property prices in Wirral increased by 98.4 per cent over the
five-year period between 2001 and 2006. This is higher than the average percentage
increase achieved in Merseyside (93.3 per cent), and in England and Wales as a whole
(70.7 per cent).
Figure 5 – Average Sale Price, All Residential Property Sales (3rd Quarter), 2001 - 2006

Source – Fordham Research, Strategic Housing Market Assessment (2007)

28

Local estate agents confirmed, however, that property prices have declined since 2007,
following the onset of the nationwide credit liquidity crisis and the associated ‘credit
crunch’ effect. Whilst declining property sales and price slippages are not unique to
Wirral, the trend still has an important impact on the local housing market and must be
taken into account when considering housing delivery across the Borough in the shortterm, particularly in relation to scheme delivery in the east of the Borough.

29

Local estate agents explained that residential property sales rates in Wirral are currently
at a much lower level than they were at the beginning of 2007. Property prices have also
fallen significantly, by around 15-20 per cent on average, although in some cases –
predominantly new-build apartments and town houses in tertiary areas - property prices
have halved. Since Autumn 2007, land values have, as a consequence, also collapsed
with dramatic effect, falling in the first six months by as much as 35 per cent across the
Borough, and subsequently to date by as much as 50 per cent in the east of the Borough.
The agents were keen to stress, however, that Wirral has been affected no worse than
other areas of the country by the national contraction of the housing market. This issue is
discussed further in subsequent paragraphs, below.

30

Indeed, local estate agents noted that property prices have begun to stabilise in Wirral,
and in some cases, particularly in terms of good quality traditional family housing, have
begun to improve again, which is in part due to the lack of supply. However, the estate
agents noted that the market is still constrained by the lack of mortgage products
available to first time buyers. In our experience, the majority of mortgages now offered by
banks and building societies require at least a 15 to 20 per cent deposit, which makes
them unobtainable to many Wirral residents, particularly those living in the more deprived
areas, who do not have adequate savings to pay such a deposit. As is the case
elsewhere in the country, the market will not recover until credit becomes more freely
available, which will allow first-time buyers to access the market again, thereby pumppriming the wider housing market.
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31

Although the recession is a nationwide economic crisis, consultations with estate agents
have confirmed our observation that the more deprived areas, such as eastern Wirral,
have been hardest hit. The price of property in west Wirral has not fallen as significantly
(in proportional terms) over the last two years as it has in the east of the Borough.
Furthermore, as we explain above, residents in the more deprived parts of east Wirral do
not have the financial means to pay the higher deposits now required to get on the
property ladder, which will contribute to a rising affordability problem in the east of the
Borough.

Wirral Borough – Residential Property Prices
32

Taking into account the recent fluctuation in the housing market, the average price of a
property in Wirral is now £142,80110, which is higher than the average property price in
Merseyside (£101,673), but lower than the North West average (£156,545) and
significantly below the average for the UK as a whole (£224,064). Average property
prices in Wirral compare favourably, however, with some neighbouring authorities such as
Liverpool (£123,062), as shown in Table 3 below.
Table 3 – Average Property Prices, Based on Sales between April and June 2009
Local
Authority

Dwelling Type
Detached

SemiDetached

Terraced

Apartment

Average – All
Properties

Wirral

£256,713

£146,394

£96,462

£109,881

£143,801

Liverpool

£248,451

£147,648

£90,991

£126,073

£123,062

Halton

£192,345

£120,895

£89,191

£77,500

£127,277

Sefton

£292,839

£153,899

£98,039

£122,243

£160,946

Knowsley

£208,745

£119,214

£78,419

£75,749

£112,934

St. Helens

£226,139

£124,213

£88,718

£83,453

£123,985

E’mere Port
& Neston

£327,997

£147,335

£108,173

£119,100

£196,287

Merseyside

£210,791

£113,730

£60,136

£105,189

£101,673

North West

£295,472

£158,558

£113,783

£133,458

£156,545

UK

£344,989

£196,506

£177,633

£199,669

£224,064

Source – BBC News and Land Registry

33

10

Notwithstanding this, it should be noted that average property prices only provide an
indication of the performance of Wirral’s housing market; in practice, there is wide
divergence in the price of property in different parts of the Borough. In general terms,
property prices range from below £65,000 in the weakest areas on the eastern side of the
Borough, to well in excess of £750,000 on the western side of the Borough. We now turn
to consider this internal variation in the Wirral housing market.

Land Registry, average property price based on all sales, April to June 2009
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Main Settlements – Residential Property Prices
34

We asked seven local estate agents to provide data on current prices for different types of
residential property in different parts of the Borough, in order to obtain a more detailed
breakdown of property prices across the main settlements of Wirral. It should be noted,
however, that the data, which are summarised in Table 4 below, were obtained from a
sample of estate agents and only provide an approximate guide to house prices in these
very broad locations. In practice, individual property prices in each settlement will vary
significantly, depending on a variety of factors, including the precise location of the
property, its condition, size, parking facilities, proximity to well-regarded schools, as well
as a number of other factors.

35

Table 4 shows that prices for all types of property are highest by some margin in
settlements on the west coast of Wirral, particularly Heswall, West Kirby and Hoylake.
Although Greasby and Moreton are also located towards the western side of Wirral,
residential property prices in these settlements are more modest, and local estate agents
noted that these towns are seen by many prospective purchasers as a more affordable
alternative to Hoylake and West Kirby.

36

Prices for all types of property are lowest in Birkenhead, which forms part of the
NewHeartlands Pathfinder area. Prices are also relatively low in other settlements
located on the east coast of Wirral, such as Wallasey, Bebington and Bromborough.

37

It is apparent that, in broad terms, residential property prices vary significant between the
east and west of Wirral, with the M53 forming a midpoint between the two polarised
markets. Consultations suggest that property prices do not vary significantly between
north and south Wirral; it is the east-west divide which is fundamental. Of course, this is
just a broad trend and there are exceptions to the rule. For example, Port Sunlight is a
late nineteenth century garden village set within 130 acres of parkland, comprising
primarily listed residential property. The village is popular and relatively expensive,
despite its location on the east coast of Wirral, close to Bebington and Bromborough.
Table 4 – Property Prices in the Main Settlements of Wirral in 2009 (in £)
Detached
(3-4 bed)

Semi-Detached
(3 bed)

Terraced
(2 bed)

Apartment
(2 bed)

Average

Birkenhead

140,000

120,000

90,000

65,000

105,000

Wallasey

200,000

140,000

100,000

85,000

125,000

Bebington / Bromborough

200,000

160,000

120,000

100,000

145,000

Heswall

350,000

250,000

175,000

150,000

230,000

Hoylake / West Kirby

340,000

225,000

150,000

125,000

210,000

Greasby / Moreton

200,000

165,000

120,000

90,000

145,000

Source – Data provided by local estate agents

Affordable Housing
38

The provision of affordable housing is a key priority in Wirral, and it is not just limited to
the more affluent, western parts of the Borough, where property prices are particularly
high. As we explain above, property prices across the Borough significantly increased in
the period 2000 to 2004. However, income levels and financial means have not grown at
the same rate, particularly in east Wirral, which has restricted opportunities for local
people to access home ownership.

39

The Council’s Private Sector Housing Strategy for 2007 to 2010 found that only one
quarter of first time buyers are able to buy a home, with the remainder unable to even
purchase intermediate housing (such as housing available through Homebuy schemes).
The affordability situation has contributed to a high demand for rented accommodation
across the Borough.
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40

Fordham Research’s ‘Strategic Housing Market Assessment’ found that there is likely to
be a shortfall of 1,767 affordable housing units between 2007 and 2012. Fordham
Research also concluded that the overall net need is highest in Birkenhead and Tranmere
ward, followed by Seacombe, Liscard, New Brighton and Rock Ferry wards. These wards
are mainly within the NewHeartlands Pathfinder area. Certainly, this area suffers from the
highest level of deprivation in Wirral, incomes are generally low and there is a high level of
unemployment. Put into context, over one fifth of households in the HMR area are
unemployed, compared to 5.1 per cent in the rest of the Borough11.

41

Table 5 below shows the tenure of households in the HMR area in comparison to the
profile for Wirral as a whole. Table 5 shows that over one third of households in the HMR
area reside in social rented accommodation compared to just 12.4 per cent in the
remainder of Wirral, and over one fifth of households are in private rented
accommodation, compared to 6.9 per cent in the rest of Wirral. Conversely, only 45.4 per
cent of households in the HMR area are owner-occupiers, which is just over half the figure
recorded for the rest of the Borough. Table 5 thus demonstrates that a significant
proportion of households living in the HMR area are unable to afford market housing.

42

To address the shortage of affordable housing in Wirral, Fordham Research
recommended that the Council should adopt a target of 40 per cent across the Borough,
which should be applied to housing developments of 15 or more units. Although the HMR
area is the poorest and most in need of affordable housing, Fordham Research suggests
that the 40 per cent target should be applied generally across the Borough, because there
is also a need to encourage more market housing in the HMR area to help contribute
towards the creation of a more balanced community.

43

It should be noted that Fordham’s assessment was based solely on housing need and
was undertaken prior to the Persimmon Homes & Others v Blyth Valley BC appeal case
(case number: C1/2008/1319, decision date 29 July 2008), which confirmed that
affordable housing assessments should also be based upon a thorough assessment of
viability. On this note, there are widespread affordability issues within Wirral, which will
need to be addressed through housing provision over the forthcoming years, based on a
balance of need versus viability.
Table 5 – Tenure Profile of HMR Area, Compared to the Rest of Wirral, 2006

Source – Fordham Research, Strategic Housing Market Assessment (2007)

11

Fordham Research, Strategic Housing Market Assessment (2007)
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LOCAL HOUSING MARKETS WITHIN WIRRAL – AREAS
OF HIGH AND LOW DEMAND
Areas of Interest to Developers
44

In order to gain an insight into the areas of the Borough that are attractive to developers
and house-builders, we have analysed permissions granted for residential development
since 2004. Figure 1 in Appendix 1 pinpoints all sites granted planning permission for
housing between April 2004 and March 2009, and differentiates between small-scale
housing sites (with permission for 1 – 10 dwellings), medium-sized sites (11 – 49
dwellings), large housing sites (50 – 99 dwellings), and the more strategic sites (with
permission for 100 dwellings and above).

45

Figure 1 shows that planning permission for residential development has been granted at
locations across the Borough. However, it is clear from Figure 1 that the majority of
residential planning permissions have been granted on sites located towards the east of
Wirral, particularly in the area around Birkenhead and Wallasey. There is also a cluster of
residential permissions along the A41 (to the south of Birkenhead, near New Ferry and
Bebington), and also in the area between Junctions 2 and 3 of the M53 (near Upton).

46

Figure 1 shows that there have been noticeably fewer permissions for residential
development granted in west Wirral, although there have been some small-scale
permissions (of 10 units or less) in Heswall, West Kirby and Moreton. We note, however,
that the general concentration of residential permissions in east Wirral does not
necessarily imply that this area is of more interest to developers. Rather, this pattern of
development is reflective of Wirral Council’s Interim Planning Policy on New Housing
Development, which was adopted in October 2005, and which restricts residential
development on land located outside the HMR and regeneration priority areas. Since
Figure 1 only shows the location of sites that were granted permission for residential
development, the pattern inevitably reflects the development principles of adopted local
planning policy. The Interim Policy has effectively restricted developers’ preferences, and
encouraged development on land towards the east of the Borough.

47

Figure 1 also highlights the scale of residential schemes that have been granted planning
permission in Wirral since 2004. Figure 1 shows that permission has been granted for a
wide range of schemes, varying from small infill developments to more strategic sites
involving over 100 properties. Small schemes are particularly prominent in the
settlements in west Wirral (where there is a lack of larger sites, and historically less
likelihood of permission being granted for large schemes), whereas the larger and more
strategic schemes are focused around inner Wirral, particularly Birkenhead. As we
discuss in more detail below, the concentration of larger schemes around the HMR area is
reflective of the relative availability of land (partly delivered through clearance schemes)
compared to the western suburbs.

48

Figure 2, also in Appendix 1, focuses on the large and strategic housing sites within the
Borough, which have planning permission for 50 to 99 dwellings, or over 100 dwellings,
respectively. These sites provide an indication of the locations that have been attractive
to volume house-builders/developers. Figure 2 shows that 20 permissions for large or
strategic residential development were granted over the five year period between April
2004 and March 2009, the majority of which were consents for residential redevelopment
schemes in inner Wirral, as part of the HMR initiative.

49

The most strategic residential planning permissions granted over the last five years are for
192 dwellings on land at New Chester Road, Bromborough, and for 190 dwellings as part
of the redevelopment of St. Benedicts School in Woodchurch (which is the only
permission granted in the year April 2008 to March 2009, for over 100 dwellings).
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Areas of Interest to Prospective Purchasers
50

Local estate agents explained that the Wirral Borough housing market is very varied and
is characterised by areas of ‘high demand’, ‘moderate demand’ and ‘low demand’. The
estate agents’ assessment of demand was informed by trends observed from prospective
purchaser enquiries and actual sales. The estate agents explained that the local housing
market is very complex; the locations identified below are only broad settlements. In
practice, demand is often localised, and can vary quite significantly within these
settlements.

High Demand
51

Local estate agents identify the following locations within Wirral as areas of high demand,
which are considered particularly ‘attractive’ locations by prospective home-buyers and
the rental market:

Caldy
52

Local estate agents identified Caldy, a relatively small village, located on the west coast of
Wirral, as the most attractive settlement in Wirral. Caldy is characterised by very high
quality, exclusive residential properties with large grounds, many of which cost over £1m.
Although this area is always in high demand, the property available is at the elite end of
the market and is not within the financial reach of most Wirral residents.

Heswall
53

Heswall is a popular location for home-buyers, as is evident from its high property prices,
as shown in Table 4 above. Heswall is particularly well-located, being situated on the
western coastline with good views out across the Dee Estuary, and it is also close to the
south of Wirral, with good transport connections to Chester city centre. Local estate
agents explained that the town benefits from good quality detached housing stock, set in a
pleasant environment. Part of the town is designated as a conservation area, and the
town benefits from the ‘Dales’, an area of sandy heathland, which has SSSI status and is
also a local nature reserve.

West Kirby and Hoylake
54

West Kirby and Hoylake are located in close proximity to each other, on the north-western
tip of the Wirral peninsula. Local estate agents reported that these areas are in high
demand because many properties in this area have good views of the Dee Estuary and
the Welsh hills. The area is particularly popular with families, partly because West Kirby
benefits from two well-regarded grammar schools (Calday Grange Grammar School for
boys, and West Kirby Grammar School for girls).

Moderate Demand
55

Local estate agents identified the following locations within Wirral as areas of moderate
demand, which are considered ‘reasonably attractive’ locations by prospective homebuyers and the rental market:

Greasby and Moreton
56

Greasby and Moreton are located to the west of the M53, in relatively close proximity to
Hoylake and West Kirby. Greasby and Moreton are located inland, however, and do not
benefit from coastal views. The range and quality of the housing stock is also not as
strong in Greasby and Moreton as it is in Hoylake and West Kirby. Table 4 above shows
that the price of residential property in Moreton and Greasby is lower than in neighbouring
settlements in West Wirral. Local estate agents explained, however, that the popularity of
the area is increasing as prospective purchasers - unable to access the housing market in
Hoylake and West Kirby – are beginning to turn to Greasby and Moreton as more
affordable alternatives. Residential properties in Greasby also benefit from being within
the catchment area of the two grammar schools in West Kirby.
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Bebington and Bromborough
57

Bebington and Bromborough are located towards the south-east of Wirral and property
prices in this area are similar to those in Greasby and Moreton (as shown in Table 4
above). Although Bebington and Bromborough are located in the east of the Borough –
which is generally less popular than the west – these settlements benefit from good
transport infrastructure and their close proximity to Chester city centre. Bebington also
benefits from good education facilities, including Wirral Grammar School for Boys and
Wirral Grammar School for Girls. Croft Retail and Leisure Park is also located close by,
which provides residents with facilities including an Odeon cinema, bowling alley and
fitness centre.

New Brighton
58

Local estate agents reported that New Brighton is a ‘moderate demand’ area, although its
popularity is improving. New Brighton is a traditional coastal resort, located on the
northern tip of the Wirral peninsula. However, it has benefitted from recent investment
and regeneration in recent years, mainly through delivery of ‘Brand New Brighton’, a
£63m mixed-use scheme developed by Wirral Council, in association with Neptune
Developments. Phase 1 of the development is complete and included the opening of a
new Floral Pavilion Theatre. Phase 2 is now underway and will involve development of a
Morrisons foodstore, a hotel, an upgraded marine lake and sailing school facilities, an
outdoor lido, a model boating lake, a digital cinema, fitness facilities and new bars and
restaurants. The regeneration proposals are helping to rebrand New Brighton, enhance
the local environment, and diversify its amenities.

Low Demand
59

Local estate agents identified the following locations within Wirral as areas of lower
demand, which are currently considered ‘less attractive’ locations by prospective homebuyers and the rental market:

Birkenhead and Seacombe
60

Birkenhead and neighbouring Seacombe are the lowest demand areas in the Borough.
Table 4 above shows that Birkenhead achieves the lowest residential property prices in
Wirral. Although Birkenhead town centre is the largest centre in Wirral, and the area is
well-served by local amenities, the area is not as popular as the west of Wirral, which is
considered by many to be more attractive, rural and offering a better quality and variety of
housing stock. Indeed, the eastern part of the Borough is particularly unpopular with
families, and estate agents noted that there is a predominance of terraced housing, and a
lack of large, family homes in this area. Furthermore, local estate agents reported that the
Birkenhead/Seacombe area is perceived to be run-down, dominated by industry and is
affected by a range of long-term, ingrained social problems (such as a high crime rate and
deprivation).

61

The issue of low demand is being tackled through the NewHeartlands HMR Pathfinder
programme, which aims to improve poor quality housing stock and provide new quality
homes which will diversify the property type and provide a mixture of tenures in this area.
Within Wirral, the Pathfinder programme is aimed at four neighbourhoods; Tranmere,
Rock Ferry, Birkenhead, and Wallasey and the Waterfront. Intervention measures are
planned in each of these neighbourhoods, and will include substantial property clearance,
refurbishment of existing stock, and development of new homes. Significant investment is
planned in Birkenhead, where a vision for the docks is being formulated by Peel Holdings
and could eventually include provision of around 15,000 new homes.

62

Not all parts of Birkenhead/Seacombe suffer from low demand and it should be noted that
some parts of the town are attractive to prospective purchasers. In particular, local estate
agents noted that the area around Birkenhead Park is generally popular.
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Wallasey
63

The Wallasey area, which includes several districts including Liscard, Egremont, Poulton
and Wallasey Village, has similar characteristics to Birkenhead/Seacombe and also – in
general - suffers from low demand. Parts of Wallasey, particularly Liscard and Egremont,
are characterised by dense rows of terraced housing, and suffer from a poorer quality
environment than settlements located towards the west of Wirral. As a result, Wallasey is
also included within the NewHeartlands HMR programme, and will benefit from
investment in its housing stock and regeneration over the next 10 years.

64

However, there are exceptions and some parts of Wallasey are considered more
attractive by prospective purchasers. Wallasey Village, for example, mainly comprises
detached and semi-detached housing and benefits from a promenade and coastal park,
and is reasonably popular, particularly with young professionals.

Summary of Housing Market Demand
65

It is clear that there is a distinct division between demand for housing towards the east of
the Borough, and demand for housing towards the west, with the M53 acting as a broad
divide between the two housing market areas. The local estate agents explained that the
difference in demand is due to a range of factors, including the greater variety of housing
stock (including family housing) towards the west of Wirral, the quality of the public realm
and environment, the location of reputable grammar schools in West Kirby, and the
preferential views from the west coast over the Dee Estuary and Welsh hills.

66

The east-west differential in demand is a long-standing issue in Wirral, and was identified
by Wirral MBC in its Housing Strategy Statement, 2005 to 2010. The Statement notes
that:

‘Wirral has a diverse polarised housing market. The west of Wirral contains the
most desirable properties and its neighbourhoods have witnessed rapid house
price increases in recent years to the extent where affordability problems have
begun to emerge. This contrasts massively with the neighbourhoods in Wirral’s
main urban areas on its eastern coast where housing market decline is now
clearly evident’.
67

The housing market in Wirral is, therefore, clearly polarised and it is the Council’s aim to
address this and create a more balanced market. As such, the NewHeartlands Pathfinder
was set up in 2003 in order to tackle housing inequalities in east Wirral, through the
clearance of low demand housing and replacement with high quality homes, giving
greater choice of type, tenure and value. In order to support the HMR efforts, Wirral MBC
also introduced an Interim Planning Policy on New Housing Development in October
2005. The policy restricts new housing development in the west of the Borough, and aims
to concentrate new housing growth and diversify existing stock towards the east of the
Borough (in the area identified in Figure 6 below). Bridging the long-standing gap
between the different housing markets in Wirral will not be easy and it will not be a quick
process; it will require significant investment over a sustained period of time.
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Figure 6 – Map Showing the Priority Area for Regeneration in Wirral

Source – Wirral MBC, Interim Planning Policy: New Housing Development (October 2005)

MACRO AND MICRO-ECONOMIC CLIMATE IN RELATION TO
HOUSING DELIVERY
68

Since Autumn 2007, the residential market for both house-builders and consumers has
changed dramatically on a national scale and this has had a commensurate impact for
builders and consumers in Wirral. The commentary below provides an explanation as to
the macro and micro economic climates both in the recent past, the present and an
indication of what is forecast in the short-medium term. A summary of the key drivers
behind the current economic situation is also provided.

Macro-Economic Level
The ‘credit crisis’ and lending conditions
69

At present, house-builders are only just beginning to emerge from a tumultuous period of
inactivity and contraction, as a direct result of the credit liquidity issue which took hold in
August 2007. The liquidity crisis snowballed into what is now commonly referred to as the
‘credit crunch’; a term which encapsulates not only the liquidity problems amongst the
inter-banking sector, but also the overall crisis in the mortgage market.

70

The house-builders that are currently purchasing sites are doing so at inflated margins – in
some cases as high as 25 to 28 per cent for traditional dwelling schemes – which reflects
the increase in risk in the housing market and lengthening sales rates. More importantly,
these margins reflect the levels which funders require as a minimum, primarily due to the
significant losses experienced on residential developments in the past two years, in
addition to the lack of competition in the lending markets.

71

Even more stringent lending conditions apply to apartment developers, who must prove a
pre-sale position of over 90 per cent in order to entice a response from banks. Most
banks are simply refusing even to consider apartment funding for the foreseeable future
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and many have stated that they will not return to providing development funding for some
years to come.
72

Funders now require developers to contribute a minimum of 50 per cent equity for
apartment scheme deals and funders are also asking for what is currently termed ‘hurt
money’, to ensure that they are covered by substantially more than 100 per cent of the
loan, in the event that the market drops off further or the developer falls into
administration. Certainly, over the last two years, many developers have fallen into
administration, leaving schemes half-completed, which has led to large amounts of stock
being ‘dumped’ onto the market, invariably creating further downwards pressure on
prices.

73

In the North West, including Wirral and Liverpool, many apartment schemes have either
been abandoned or mothballed. In our opinion, it could take another six months before
we see significant signs of recovery and activity on sites once more, although we have
recently witnessed certain volume house-builders returning to sites to recommence
construction, albeit at a more cautious pace than before. In many cases, however,
schemes granted consent for high-rise apartments are simply no longer economically
viable, nor fundable, and will be limited to the delivery of traditional housing schemes.

The mortgage market
74

The credit liquidity crisis of mid-2007 filtered into the mortgage market by March 2008,
which resulted in the withdrawal of 125 per cent, 100 per cent and most 90 per cent
mortgage products. This has seriously reduced the range of financial products available,
and has left many first time buyers - those who ‘pump prime’ the wider housing market unable to purchase properties at all.

75

There has consequently been a significant reduction in the number of residential property
transactions since 2008. By way of illustration, the 122,401 transactions completed
nationwide in December 2006 reduced to just 72,880 transactions completed in
December 2007; a 40 per cent overall reduction in sales. This accelerated into a 50 per
cent reduction in June 2008 in the North of England (compared with June 2007), and this
trend has generally continued, although there have been some price improvements in the
summer months of 2009. Some commentators envisage that there will be some recovery
in sales in 2010. However, care is still required when making forecasts for the short-term,
because rising unemployment is likely to continue to restrict sales growth.

76

The greatest downturn in national market activity has been in the sub £250,000 price
sector, where there was over a 40 per cent reduction in transactions between December
2007 and December 2008. Other than in the rarefied £2,000,000 plus price sector, the
sector with the smallest downturn was that between £400,000 and £500,000, which still
saw the number of house sales reduced by 27 per cent.

77

The decline in transactions and consequent downward trend in property prices arising as
a result of the overheated property market, were compounded by the impact of the
aforementioned credit liquidity issue, which has given rise to reduced mortgage options
and much tighter lending criteria. Even the extreme reduction in the Bank of England
interest rate has had limited effect, because the financial products are insufficient to
attract consumers who are still struggling to pay off other forms of credit debt and save up
a deposit.

Progress on development sites
78

Developers have been restricted in acquiring new land opportunities, as they struggle to
secure the funding to build out their existing land holdings. Banks have been unwilling to
lend on new land acquisitions until debt reduction had occurred. We do expect, however,
to see enhanced movement from the banks during the course of the next year, as the
banks see an increase in sales rates on re-opened housing sites and are again tempted to
return to more normal - but still risk-averse -lending conditions.
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79

House-builders are starting to exchange contracts on traditional housing orientated
schemes, where landowners are prepared to wait for deferred payments. This enables
house-builders with greatly reduced land acquisition funds to develop sites and
remunerate landowners from the Senior Debt.

80

At the present time, the future of the property market is still fragile and somewhat
uncertain; transaction numbers have started to recover, together with modest price
growth, albeit such growth is fuelled by a lack of supply. Some commentators fear that
the nation may experience a ‘W’ shaped recession, with a certain level of recovery, before
a second slump in future months. Almost certainly, success will be dependent on the
Government applying pressure on banks to begin lending again at more normal levels.

Micro-Economic Level
81

Until early 2008, most agents across Wirral were engaged in a buoyant market with a
reasonable level of enquiries and good turnover across all property types, sizes and price
sectors. Although dependant to a certain degree on the location and character of the area
of their operations, agents generally observed that demand has been generated by a wide
range of prospective purchasers, including existing home owners seeking to upgrade or
downsize, incoming dormitory residents working elsewhere in the North West, maturing
first time buyers, and investors with long-term letting strategies.

82

Agents remain of the view, however, that prices have not, and indeed may not, reduce
sufficiently at the lower end of the market as to significantly increase the supply of
affordable properties. This has given rise to an increase in activity from the RSLs in
Wirral.

83

Traditional, good quality housing stock in Wirral has lost around 20 to 25 per cent of its
value over the last two years, with new build homes losing 25 to 30 per cent. Meanwhile,
apartments which only offer only basic accommodation and facilities have experienced
losses closer to 50 per cent of their value, and this can be seen in both the auction houses
and in the wider market, where whole portfolios of product have been offered at discounts
greater than 50 per cent.

84

The future for apartment delivery is bleak in the short to mid term. With the imminent
imposition of Code Level 3 for Sustainable Homes (CSH), the impact on apartment build
costs is a rise of approximately 20 per cent. With values set to recover by no more than
an estimated 5 per cent, per annum, it may be 5 to 7 years before many schemes once
again become financially viable and attract land values higher than commercial
alternatives.

85

There are also a number of pressures on the supply of traditional housing land. Indeed,
several factors have amalgamated to increase the downward pressure on residential land
delivery and values since 2007, as follows:


increased developer margin requirements;



decrease in end unit values;



increase in build costs (through the imposition of the CSH);



increase in finance costs;



nil premium on new build by mortgage lenders; and



requirements for a greater level of social rented affordable housing in relation to
intermediate rent.

Recovery - Short to Medium Term
86

Despite recent events and the immediate uncertainties for the residential property market,
agents typically observe that the underlying and increasing requirement for housing
across the country will inevitably lead to a recovery in the market and an increase in
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activity in due course. However, the state of the economy and, more specifically, the
availability and cost of property financing will dictate the rate of such recovery and
property prices in the short term.
87

Wirral can look towards an average 5 per cent, per annum, rise in house prices in 12
months time and we see this being consistent over the following three years. It may be
unwise to look to predict residential values on end units beyond a three-year period.

88

The residential land market is also likely to stabilise during the course of the next six
months. Land values are now at their bottom level, and they are likely to remain much the
same for the next two to three years, as house builders deal with only modest house price
rises, rising build costs and the cost implications of implementing the CSH. We expect
that house-builder margins required by funders will drift down from the late 20s to low 20s,
but are highly unlikely to drop lower than 20 per cent again, as cheap credit is no longer
available

SUMMARY – DELIVERY OF FUTURE HOUSING IN
WIRRAL
89

The North West Regional Spatial Strategy, published in September 2008, identifies a
target of 9,000 dwellings to be built in Wirral between 2003 and 2021 (net of clearance
replacement), which translates to an average rate of 500 dwellings a year. In addition to
these significant dwelling targets, Wirral (alongside Liverpool) has New Growth Point
status. Under the terms of the ‘Growth Point’, an additional 900 dwellings must be
delivered in Wirral between 2008 and 2017, over and above those required by the RSS
(i.e. the annual housing target is 20 per cent higher under the terms of the Growth Point,
and equates to an annual target of 600 dwellings a year in the period 2008 to 2017)12.
The RSS figures and Wirral’s status as a Growth Point have clear implications for the
amount of land that will need to be identified for housing in the Council’s Local
Development Framework.

90

As we explain above, residential development is currently constricted in Wirral - as it is
throughout the country - as a result of the nationwide ‘credit crunch’ and credit liquidity
crisis. However, we consider that residential development in the Borough will pick up
again once market conditions improve. Certainly, local estate agents consider that that
the housing market is already beginning to stabilise and there is some evidence that local
house prices for traditional stock are starting to recover.

91

Our Paper has found that there is a distinct division in demand for housing in different
parts of the Borough. In summary, demand is highest for property located to the west of
the M53, particularly in areas such as West Kirby, Hoylake and Heswall. These areas are
characterised by a pleasant, affluent environment, and good quality housing stock, which
is attractive to families. Conversely, demand for property is lowest towards the east of the
Borough, particularly in the area around Birkenhead, Seacombe and Wallasey, which is
characterised by high-density terraced housing and socio-economic deprivation. Finally,
there are also some areas of moderate demand, which are located in pockets throughout
the Borough and provide some middle-ground between the otherwise polarised housing
market.

92

Although demand is highest for the low-density, detached and semi-detached family
housing that characterises west Wirral, local estate agents explained that there is little
scope to expand the housing offer in this area. There is limited land available towards the
west of the Borough to accommodate additional housing. Indeed, the main undeveloped
areas towards west Wirral are designated as Green Belt (as shown in Figure 1 above), or
are in active use as parks and green spaces. Furthermore, residential development in

12

Further detail will be provided in the Main Report.
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west Wirral is currently restricted by the Council’s Interim Planning Policy on New Housing
Development.
93

Wirral Council recognises that in order to create a more balanced housing market it is
necessary to address the issues facing the housing market in east Wirral and encourage
a diversification of the housing stock, by focusing housing investment and growth in this
area, in contrast with west Wirral, where high house prices are making it difficult for first
time buyers and lower income earners to purchase dwellings.

94

In east Wirral, the issues are beginning to be tackled by the NewHeartlands HMR
Pathfinder, set up to improve poor quality housing stock and provide new quality homes,
which will diversify the property type and provide a mixture of tenures in both inner Wirral
and inner-city Liverpool. Over the lifetime of the programme, it is estimated that the
Pathfinder will deliver investment worth around £2.85 billion, and will oversee the
refurbishment of 63,000 homes and the development of 23,000 modern new homes and
apartments13. The Borough’s Growth Point status also aims to focus additional residential
development in the inner area of Birkenhead and Wallasey in order to reverse population
decline and facilitate regeneration of the area.

95

The work being undertaken as part of the NewHeartlands Pathfinder and the Growth Point
is encouraging, although it should be noted that neither will provide a ‘quick fix’ to the
current situation of housing market collapse in parts of Wirral. The improvements planned
under both initiatives are part of a long-term programme of regeneration, which will have
to tackle in-grained socio-economic as well as physical problems (relating to the housing
stock) in the areas. Indeed, in order to reverse housing market decay and encourage new
residents into east Wirral, the programmes must also deliver improvements to: access to
local schools, shops, services and employment opportunities; health and welfare; and
crime and negative perceptions of the area. Provision of new-build family housing and
enhanced educational facilities will certainly contribute towards a successful outcome.

96

Care should be taken in formulating short-term housing policies, particularly in respect of
affordable housing and other Section 106 contribution impositions, in order not to stifle
any recovery or deter house-builders from investing in the Borough.

13

www.newheartlands.co.uk

Roger Tym & Partners
M9372, November 2009

xx

Liverpool and Wirral SHLAA
Residential Market Commentary Paper - Wirral

APPENDIX 1
MAP 1 – Location of All Sites Granted Planning Permission for
Residential Development between April 2004 and
March 2009
Map 2 – Location of Sites Granted Planning Permission for 50
or more Dwellings between April 2004 and March 2009
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