The Case For
Eco Self-Build Communities
Recommendations for local authorities
February 2021

Authors
Pablo Newberry
PhD Researcher, Bright Green Futures and University of Bristol
Email: pablo@brightgreenfutures.co.uk

Dr Steffie Broer
Founder, Bright Green Futures
Email: steffie@brightgreenfutures.co.uk

Contents
1.0 Purpose of report

1

2.0 About Bright Green Futures

1

3.0 Key challenges and opportunities for local authorities

2

3.1 Achieving the UK’s net zero carbon target by 2050

2

3.2 An untapped market for self-build and community housing in the UK

3

3.3 Improving health and wellbeing by design

5

4.0 Our solution
4.1 Stimulating a thriving economy
5.0 Recommendations to support local authorities
5.1 A developer-supported approach to meeting self and custom build demand

7
8
9
9

5.2 Two-step planning application with a Design Code

10

5.3 Pre-app support from a self-build planning officer

10

5.4 Specific site allocations, greenfield sites and change of use sites

11

5.5 Option agreements on council-owned land

12

5.6 Optimising the self and custom build register

12

6.0 Partner with us

13

7.0 References

14

1.0

Purpose of report
The purpose of this report is to demonstrate why, in the current climate,
there is a need for net zero carbon homes and communities, and how
eco self-build communities can support local authorities to meet their
sustainability objectives as well as their self and custom build requirement,
whilst providing greater social value than standard new-build development.
Further, it offers recommendations for local authorities to support the
development of eco self-build communities.

2.0

About Bright Green Futures
Bright Green Futures is a development company that offers people the
opportunity to create their own home as part of a sustainable housing
community. We develop highly sustainable schemes that include energy
efficient self-build and custom build homes, a shared garden, a multipurpose community building, and on-site renewable energy generation,
with parking underground or on the periphery of the development. We
expand the role of a conventional developer and also act as a community
facilitator, supporting future residents with a series of workshops designed
to encourage cohesion amongst the group and prepare them for various
stages of the project. Bright Green Futures is fundamentally driven by its
aim to put people and planet at the core of housing.

Fig. 1: The Courtyard - sustainable self-build and custom build homes
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Bright Green Futures was founded by Dr Steffie Broer as a result of her
experience of building and living in the Ashley Vale self-build community
combined with her doctoral research into this housing model’s potential
as a solution to climate change and its wider social and economic benefits.
The Bright Green Futures team has niche experience and expertise in
self-build and custom build, renewable energy, sustainable construction,
community building and living, and group facilitation. The company has
won a number of awards for sustainable housing development, including
the 2019 Green Initiative Award in Bristol Property Awards.
Bright Green Futures worked closely with Bristol City Council throughout
its Local Plan Review consultation to help the local authority develop
policies that will enable the community-led housing and self-build sector
to thrive and, in the process, support the Council to meet legislative
requirements and Government targets. We wish to support UK local
authorities that aim to promote innovative housing models and create
sustainable communities. Our policy recommendations in section 5 are,
in particular, designed to support and enable the delivery of eco self-build
communities.

3.0

Key challenges and opportunities for local
authorities

3.1

Achieving the UK’s net zero carbon target by 2050
In 2019, the UK passed laws to end its contribution to global warming and
bring all greenhouse gas emissions to net zero by 20501. The residential
sector currently accounts for 27% of national energy demand and
contributes approximately 15% of greenhouse gas emissions2–4. Therefore,
if the UK is to meet the 2050 target, there must be an urgent transition
toward net zero carbon homes and communities that utilise energy
efficient design and on-site renewable energy generation5. A 2019 report
by the Committee on Climate Change asserts that it is not prohibitive
to build homes to the required design specification so as to meet carbon
reduction targets, and it is much cheaper than forcing retrofit later5.
However, at present, mainstream housebuilding in the UK is not delivering
homes to the standard necessary to ensure the 2050 net zero carbon
target is achieved, and building regulations are not stringent enough to
support the production of higher quality, low carbon housing2,6,7. Whilst
local governments cannot control emissions directly, they can set targets,
encourage action, develop policies and provide incentives that facilitate
change8. There is a real opportunity for local authorities to take a lead on
driving the delivery of sustainable communities. Many local authorities are
2

already leading the way, having declared a climate emergency and setting
more ambitious targets than those established by national government.
For example, Somerset West and Taunton Council aims for Taunton, which
is designated as a Garden Town, to be carbon neutral and climate resilient
by 2030. In spite of good intentions, both national and local government
are struggling to find easy solutions to reach their targets.

Fig. 2: The Courtyard - solar PV panels for on-site renewable energy generation
3.2

An untapped market for self-build and community housing in the UK
Government legislation within the Self-build and Custom Housebuilding
Act 2015 requires local authorities to keep a register of individuals and
associations of individuals who are seeking to acquire serviced plots of
land for self and custom build in their area. The local authority has a legal
duty to grant sufficient development permissions to meet the demand, as
demonstrated in its register, for self and custom housebuilding in the area.
The Government’s 2017 Housing White Paper, ‘Fixing Our Broken Housing
Market’, calls for the UK to shift towards innovative, diverse and sustainable
housing solutions, with self-build and community-based approaches at the
heart of their proposals9. Meanwhile, the UK’s first major self and custom
build development of 1,900 homes, Graven Hill, is underway. The scheme is
being developed by Cherwell District Council, which was selected as one of
eleven vanguard councils funded by the Government to support and enable
self and custom build in order to speed up and diversify housing supply. In
this instance, Cherwell District Council has embraced the challenge and
is developing a ground-breaking scheme. The Government has also aimed
to boost the output of community-led housing several-fold by setting up
3

the Community Housing Fund. This is making £163 million available up
to March 202010. Through these measures, the Government is seeking to
encourage growth in the self-build and community-led housing sectors
and reduce the dependence on major housebuilders to meet demand for
homes that the UK desperately needs.
However, at present, the self-build sector only accounts for 10% of new
homes in the UK11. Across much of Europe, it is commonplace, with over
80% of homes in Austria developed through self-build and around 60%
in Belgium, Italy, Sweden, Norway, Germany and France12. Since 53%
of people in the UK would consider building their own home given the
opportunity13, it seems that self and custom build could prosper if the right
opportunities were made available. Community-led housing is an even
smaller sector, making up a mere 0.6% of total housing output in the UK14
and delivering around 400 units per year in England10. At the same time,
there are more than 750 groups seeking to build12, plus many different
organisations that own, manage or develop community schemes including
736 Housing Co-operatives, 113 Self Help Housing Organisations, 29
Development Trusts, 19 Community Land Trusts (CLTs) and 18 Cohousing
communities15. Community-led housing is a growing sector that is backed
by Government funding and has an increasing amount of information
available to support community groups and enablers deliver homes
provided through organisations such as Locality.

Fig. 3: The Courtyard - timber frame structure

4

Unfortunately, there are common barriers and obstacles to community
groups that stall or halt projects. Key factors include difficulties in
purchasing land and obtaining planning permission, issues with leadership
and establishing a management structure, being able to finance equitably,
and the initiators of projects leaving before they are complete16. There are
also external risks to community groups, such as policy changes, planning
delays, contractors facing business difficulties, rising material and labour
costs, and opposition to development. On the whole, developers are better
equipped to deal with external events impacting the success of a project
and are able to deliver at higher speed. A specialist developer like Bright
Green Futures, who is also able to act as a community facilitator, can
play a role in supporting local authorities to meet their self and custom
build demand by developing at scale through community schemes. The
company is able to facilitate community development and deliver net zero
carbon self and custom build homes whilst handling project complexities
and overcoming the hurdles that communities often face.

Fig. 4: The Courtyard - self-build interior
3.3

Improving health and wellbeing by design
In Europe, people spend, on average, 65% of their time at home17. Since
people spend a large proportion of time at home, it seems logical that homes
be designed and built to a standard that encourages good health. In fact,
a 2019 study by Homeowners Alliance found that 87% of UK homeowners
and renters reported that aspects of their home contribute to their positive
mental health and well-being18. Furthermore, the neighbourhood has the
potential to impact health and wellbeing. For instance, neighbourhood
5

characteristics were found to have a significant impact on mental health
regardless of socio-economic status and housing quality19. By the same
token, increased neighbourhood attachment results in greater wellbeing
and lower stress than would be predicted based purely on housing quality20.
The design and physical quality of neighbourhoods have a profound effect
on mental health, with availability of community facilities and access to
green space as key factors21.

Fig. 5: Marmalade Lane co-housing scheme (source: Homes & Property)
Mental health can be negatively impacted if people feel unhappy and
unsafe in their neighbourhood21, whilst a sense of community has been
found to be the strongest predictor of wellbeing amongst residents with
mental health problems living in supported housing22. However, this sense
of community seems missing across neighbourhoods in the UK. A 2019
study by Skipton Building Society showed that 73% of people do not know
their neighbours’ names and 20% would only interact with them if they
needed something23. According to Community Life Survey 2018-19 by
Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), only 40% of
people said that many people in their neighbourhood could be trusted and
52% wanted to be more involved in local decision making24.
Hence, it seems important that, not only should homes be designed
and built to a high quality, but they should also be created as part of a
community where facilities, services and amenity space is available and
easily accessible, the urban environment is designed and maintained to
a high standard, and neighbours know each other and constitute a vital
local support network. The UK Green Building Council even stresses the
6

importance of social value in new urban developments, and health and
wellbeing and strength of community are core themes to delivering it25.
Community-led and self-build housing can contribute much more than
being an affordable housing solution. It addresses issues of isolation
and mental and physical health that are prevalent across wider society,
regardless of peoples buying ability. It gives individuals and groups a
sense of purpose and responsibility for themselves and others, creating
structures of mutual support that can help alleviate such issues and even
prevent them from occurring in the first place.

4.0

Our solution
Through the eco self-build community model, Bright Green Futures
addresses the challenges set out in the previous section threefold. Firstly,
we develop sustainable housing communities through energy efficient
shell design and use of on-site renewable energy generation. Secondly, we
provide self and custom build homes at scale to support local authorities
to meet the demand specified in their register, which many are struggling
to do through individual and community-led approaches. Thirdly, we
design for cohesive communities where residents support and inspire each
other, thus mitigating issues of loneliness and cultivating more purpose in
people’s lives.
We develop these communities together with our customers, the future
residents. With our partner, Buildstore Mortgage Services, and architects
and specialists, we have developed a new model that uses housing
as a platform for changing lives. We make the land deal and develop a
masterplan for a sustainable housing community. Our customers then buy
into the scheme and have individual design sessions with our architect to
design their bespoke home. We then build the shell of the homes for our
customers, as in this way, lenders offer our customers self-build mortgages
for terraced homes. Building terraces is more sustainable, more affordable
and enables greater community cohesion. In addition, it makes the selfbuild provision more accessible to people who might feel challenged to do
a whole self-build on their own. Once the shell of the home is complete,
the customers fit it out themselves or employ either a local contractor or
Bright Green Futures to do finish the home. As part of the workshops we
run for the community group, we develop skills for managing the fit-out.
Bright Green Futures creates communities that are highly sustainable and
innovate with sustainable technology. Our co-housing developments are
designed with biophilic principles to connect schemes with nature and
they integrate community features to create cohesion amongst residents.
Community features include a shared garden and a multi-purpose
7

community building for a variety uses, for example co-working, classes and
shared meals. This building can also be hired out by the wider community,
creating opportunities beyond the development site. The community
building is positioned at the heart of the development, making it a focal
point of activity. With car parking underground or at the periphery of the
development, a safe, traffic-free shared garden is formed at the centre of
the site, where young and old can meet, chat and play.
Our pioneering model of eco self-build community housing enables
residents to live sustainable lifestyles in comfortable, personalised homes
that meet their needs in the present and can adapt to future plans. Eco
self-build communities bring together people of all ages and walks of life
to foster a dynamic, supportive and entrepreneurial culture.

Fig. 6: Water Lilies - net zero carbon self-build community project
4.1

Stimulating a thriving local economy
Eco self-build communities are also highly entrepreneurial places. Through
the empowerment and learning from self and custom build, a peer group,
and the option to integrate workspaces into homes and community
spaces, many self-builders set up their own businesses once their project
is complete. This makes eco self-build communities a hub for start-ups,
change-makers and social enterprises.
In the case of both The Yard (Ashley Vale) and The Courtyard self-build
communities in Bristol, for every single self-build home, at least one person
set up a business on completion. This is largely because self and custom
builders obtain theoretical and practical skills related to sustainable
building, project management and working as a group. Perhaps more
8

importantly, self and custom builders gain a great sense of achievement
from building a home and community, which develops confidence and
momentum to initiate new projects in work and life.
Furthermore, eco self-build community developments boost local economic
prosperity by employing local builders and tradespeople. This strengthens
networks between local industry professionals and can lead to further
collaborative projects. The preference for local suppliers generates more
local employment than conventional developments would, and keeps the
money circulating in the local economy.

5.0

Recommendations to local authorities
These recommendations are intended to support local authorities to
create policies that enable the development of low carbon self and custom
build communities. These developments are a way for your local authority
to meet the requirement for self and custom build homes set out by the
Government whilst driving the transition to energy efficient homes that
generate their own renewable energy, and improving people’s health and
wellbeing through bespoke, adaptable homes and supportive communities.
These recommendations are based on Bright Green Futures’ experience
in and knowledge of the self-build and community-led housing sector,
drawing on extended consultations with Bristol City Council to understand
their needs and potential policy solutions. They are also grounded in wider
research that includes the views and experiences of other local authorities.

5.1

A developer-supported approach to meeting self and custom build
demand
Many local authorities are unlikely to meet the demand for self and
custom build required of them unless they take multiple approaches to
delivery. One of these approaches could be to develop a proportion of the
homes needed in the area with a specialist community self and custom
build developer, such as Bright Green Futures. Data recorded on self and
custom build registers should demonstrate the different types of housing
that individuals and associations intend to build, and this should highlight
those that are better suited to carry out a self or custom build project
with the support of a developer, rather than embark on a project on their
own. As a result of 12 interviews with local authorities, the Planning
Advisory Service (2019) found that local authorities are keen to partner
with experienced enablers and that partnerships with developers offer
a valuable route to meeting the demand for sites evidenced by self and
custom build registers26.
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5.2

Two-step planning application with a Design Code
Self and custom build developers for larger sites should be encouraged
to submit a two-step planning application where an outline planning
application is followed by a reserved matters application including a
Design Code. A Design Code manages expectations, provides flexibility
and embeds quality into a scheme. Individual self and custom builders are
able to design bespoke homes within the parameters of a Design Code with
the certainty that their schemes will be approved. The use of a Design Code
should result in a coherent scheme that still has design variance between
individual homes yet relates to the local vernacular. Local authorities
should take care to be flexible on design parameters in order to stimulate a
mixture of house types and ensure individual self and custom builders can
design to their specific needs, which is central to the concept of self and
custom build. We recommend that planners avoid being too prescriptive
and embrace the full potential of a community self and custom build
project. Tying a Design Code to a planning application can streamline the
process for community self and custom build developments and ensure
certainty for the developer as well as the self and custom builders. It can
also simplify and improve the efficiency of the planning process as a
checklist approach can be taken to assess compliance with the Code. In the
UK, Graven Hill is an example of a Design Code being implemented with
success, whilst it is common for self and custom build projects in other
European countries, for example Almere in The Netherlands.

Fig. 7 & 8: Graven Hill - illustrative representations of design codes for
“community street” (left) and “urban lane” (right) (source: Graven Hill)
5.3

Pre-app support from a self-build planning officer
In order to support a two-step planning process in which a Design Code
is tied to the reserved matters application, a dedicated self-build planning
officer could engage in pre-app discussions to provide information
on relevant topics such as viability, timing for pre-commencement
conditions and CIL exemption26. As an example, Plymouth has a dedicated
planning officer “who provides pre-app advice and meets on-site to go
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through potential issues and to offer guidance on how to gain planning
permission”26. In Bristol, Bright Green Futures has worked closely with a
community-led housing officer, which has been instrumental in opening
up the conversation on self-build and community-led housing in the city
and driving policy changes to support projects developed by individuals,
groups and organisations.
5.4

Specific site allocations, greenfield sites and change of use sites
There is an opportunity to use the requirement of the Self-build and Custom
Housebuilding Act 2015 to drive sustainability and deliver local economic
prosperity through net zero carbon self and custom build communities.
This can be achieved through specific site allocations in places that make
such a project viable and/or through giving planning permission on land
where otherwise planning permission would not be granted.
A number of local authorities, such as Teignbridge District Council, require
developments of more than 20 homes to provide 5% through serviced self
and custom build plots. However, local authorities cannot control when
serviced plots emerge on the market, and if they are not sold within a
certain time period, the developer may eventually sell them as regular
market housing. In the year and a half after Teignbridge District Council
established its self and custom build register, 61 plots across 5 sites were
granted outline planning permission and none had been brought to the
market26. To ensure the development of self and custom build homes and
sustainable communities, it would be more effective to allocate larger
sites for this purpose. It could be stipulated that, schemes that are net zero
carbon and include community features, such as a shared garden and coworking space, may not be built entirely as self and custom build, due to
their social, environmental and economic value.
Beyond specific site allocations, local authorities could be open to
developing land that would otherwise not get planning permission (such
as greenfield sites or change of use sites) for community self and custom
build projects, provided they enhance the existing site. Whilst local
authorities must meet demand on their registers, it is difficult for self
and custom build developers, who can actually support this obligation,
to compete with conventional housebuilders because they are delivering
riskier projects. However, greenfield sites and change of use sites could be
granted planning permission if community self and custom build projects
were to deliver significant positive impacts, such as:
•
•
•

Net zero carbon or carbon positive in energy use
Enhance or maintain existing ecology
Provide for a local need for self and custom build homes
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The viability of high-quality projects that integrate renewable energy and
sustainability features depends on the procurement of relatively affordable
land – which can often be underused or unused greenfield land that can
be enhanced through biophilic design, and the introduction of ecological
and biodiversity enhancing features. Developing zero carbon self-build
and community-led housing projects in central locations is becoming
increasingly unviable as urban populations grow and land prices rise.
5.5

Option agreements on council-owned land
If council-owned land is disposed to a developer or community group for
the development of eco self-build communities, then an option agreement
to purchase and pay for the land post-planning permission and prior to
getting started on site would be a great enabler. The self-builders cannot
get their mortgage released until planning permission is granted. A
significant proportion of the cash-flow challenge for a small developer
or community group could therefore be overcome if the local authority
was willing to agree to sell the land once planning permission has been
granted and customers have been found.
In addition, a value could be put onto the wider contributions such projects
make to the local economy, and this value could be deducted from the
agreed price. The local authority would then still dispose land for best
value overall. Bristol City Council is currently pioneering this approach
and there are various tools available which allow such contributions to be
measured.

5.6

Optimising the self and custom build register
For many local authorities, there is an opportunity to optimise the impact
of the self and custom build register. Firstly, local authorities could seek to
give their register a clearer presence on the website and promote it more
actively. The number of individuals and associations currently registered
for local authorities does not align with the fact that 53% of people in the
UK would consider building their own home given the opportunity13.
Even in a city like Bristol, where the self-build and community-led housing
sector is particularly prominent, the figures do not seem to represent true
demand. In 2018, Bright Green Futures, as a company based in Bristol, had
over 1,000 entries on its register and these were from people who want to
get involved in eco self-build communities specifically. Meanwhile, Bristol
City Council had around 750 entries. It seems that, given the broader
offering of self and custom build than eco self-build communities (which is
a fraction of the market), Bristol City Council should hold a comparatively
higher figure.
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It suggests that demand for self and custom build in Bristol is in fact greater
than it appears on the Council’s register. We believe that a clearer presence
of a local authority’s register would generate a more accurate reflection of
local demand and support the evolution of self and custom build policy.
Secondly, self and custom build registers could widen their scope to capture
more and higher quality data. Research from the Planning Advisory
Service (2016) showed that without information on the financial position
of applicants, the register reflects aspiration instead of need26. Teignbridge
District Council is an example of asking for financial information whilst
providing the option not to disclose it. Furthermore, it is important that
a self and custom build register collects data on location preferences and
plot size and type of housing intended to be built, as well as whether
people would like to build in a community or develop sustainable homes.
This could all inform self-build and community-led housing policy and
strategic site allocations.

6.0

Partner with us
If you are a forward-thinking local authority that aims to create sustainable
homes and communities that:
•
•
•

•

•

address the climate crisis by pioneering innovative technology,
renewable energy solutions and low carbon lifestyles;
help meet the requirement for self-build and custom build housing in
your area;
drive economic prosperity through employing local builders and
tradespeople and generating new businesses as a result of integrated
home offices and collaborative workspaces;
forge strong connections between residents and the wider area through
considered design and providing multi-purpose community space, thus
building social value and;
give back to your local community;

then Bright Green Futures can deliver a flagship housing community
in your area.
We are open to discuss potential opportunities in your area and would love
to hear from you. Please get in touch with us:
E: steffie@brightgreenfutures.co.uk
T: 0117 955 6718
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