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T
oday in the UK, we are blessed with 
a relatively benign climate, it’s green, 
it’s pleasant and it’s wet. We are 
surrounded by water, in the ground, 

in the air, it laps at the shores and races down 
our streams and rivers, it batters our defences 
and seeps unseen into dry spaces, it bursts 
up through Victorian infrastructure and pours 
in through every badly maintained surface, 
structure, seal and soffit.

Flood, not drying soils nor eroding coasts 
will define our experience of changing 
weather and ultimately climate.

For the building societies, there are important 
steps to take. The Bank of England has 
asked us to do some homework, because 
the regulator wants us to demonstrate that 
knowing what risks we carry today is the 
only practical starting point from which to 
engender a culture of putting climate at the 
heart of every strategic business decision that 
is made. Our weather events are evolving into 
a recognisable and measurable climate shift.

The assessment of credit and financial risks in 
a modelled future scenario has no 10/10 or 
magic judgement of right or wrong. However, 
models can provide the starting point for 
sensible analysis and assumptions and these 
can be baselined by looking at what has 
happened before.

During recent severe weather events, some of 
which have savaged the same locations, even 
the same homes on multiple occasions, we 
can begin to study the data and ask: “What 
happened next and how did people and 
markets behave?”

Trends
This brief article cannot hope to ask all the 
questions, let alone provide the answers in 
any detail but we can hint at trends and 
truths that are showing through now:

• Some homes and some locations impacted 
by apparently similar events are far more 
resilient than others, they bounce back.

• The more obvious the factor leading to 
flood or damage, the less likely that it 
will be a surprise to the owner. Rivers 
are nice to live next to; coasts erode…. 
and defences can be built because the 
damage is anticipated.

• But flooded car parks that spill their water 
into urban homes have no such attraction 
or upside and surface water is more 
complex to predict or defend against.

So, this first piece of homework is 
important; it is a foundation of knowledge 
from which to build the ethos and culture of 

how to help all homes remain safe, insurable 
and maintain their value over time. Expect 
to partner with other stakeholder businesses, 
insurers, energy providers etc who share 
the necessity to safeguard homes, reduce 
their energy consumption and create a 
sustainable future. 

And expect the Chancellor and the 
investment markets to reward those that 
live their ‘good plans’ and penalise those 
that simply publish empty promises.

Flooding isn’t a simple matter of portfolio 
assessment, of balance sheet reviews, of 
technical delivery of projections. Water will 
literally shape the future of our civilisation, to 
paraphrase Greta, “I want you to act as you 
would in a crisis. I want you to act as if your 
house is flooding and your families may drown.”

Next steps: 

Property Risk Inspection Limited is a consultancy 
service provider to the UK lending and insurance 
sectors. It is a key consultant to Airbus who is 
seeking to model and lead on property climate 
change assessment.

Follow PRI on Twitter @UKPropertyRisk

Is this the moment to rethink our 
approach to affordable housing? 

special special

By MATT BARTLE, 
Director of Products, 
Leeds Building Society

By GRAEME WINSER 
and MICHAEL 
LAWSON, Directors, 
Property Risk 
Inspection 

Water will shape the 
future of our civilisation

Events of recent months have reminded us all of the value 
we place on our homes and communities, and reinforced 
how mutual support among colleagues, friends and 
neighbours makes a real difference in challenging times.

Climate crises have happened before. Some 3,000 years ago the late 
Bronze age collapse took just 50 years and saw multiple empires and 
kingdoms perish. A drying Mediterranean saw forests die, crops fail and 
whole cities abandoned. Climate change now is a risk we must all address.

I
n 2020 our homes have had to 
adapt and become temporary 
workplaces and classrooms. 
We’ve also connected more 

with our communities, and 
according to nationwide research* 
for Leeds Building Society, eight 
out of 10 people say they are 
talking to their neighbours more 
as a result of the pandemic and 
one in four feel community spirit 
has improved.

There’s no doubt coronavirus has 
caused a seismic shift in all our 
lives. However, as we map out 
the route ahead, there’s a real 
opportunity to consider how our 
industry can help more people 
have the homes they want, 
whether that’s to rent or buy.

A fresh approach
The reality remains that many 
struggle to get on the property 
ladder and it’s clear the UK 
needs innovative approaches to 
deliver more affordable homes 
for people to buy or rent. 

A barrier for many first-time buyers 
is the size of the deposit needed to 
get a foot on the housing ladder. 
As a result, shared ownership – 
which can significantly reduce 
the size of deposit needed – is 
attracting renewed interest from 
Government and policy makers, 
who want to increase opportunities 
for home ownership.

Considering what we can do to 
make schemes such as shared 
ownership better understood and 
more widely used could reframe 
the market. Bringing down the 
size of deposit can make the 
scheme particularly suitable for 
first-time buyers, as it offers an 
alternative to typical residential 

purchase using a higher-LTV 
mortgage, a sector particularly 
hit by the pandemic. 

There is also the potential for 
customers to increase their share 
of the property over time. Yet, 
despite being established for 
over 40 years, shared ownership 
remains underused. 

A YouGov study** commissioned 
by Leeds Building Society as part 
of research into future needs of 
shared ownership as it reached its 
40th anniversary, found housing 
associations said the main 
barriers to being able to support 
more home buyers included a 
lack of consumer knowledge or 
understanding of the scheme 
and how it works.

Building the country 
out of a downturn 
It isn’t enough, to simply build 
homes; as a country we need to 
look at the bigger picture and 
ensure we’re addressing need. 
Taking a more holistic approach 

means we can consider the types 
of properties our communities 
need longer-term; and whether 
enough is being done to increase 
the supply of affordable homes 
in the right locations. 

By helping our members into 
the home they want, we can 
also have a positive impact on 
our local communities. Events of 
recent months have repeatedly 
reminded us how much we 
all rely on others and how 
collaboration and co-operation 
can help us to reach what might 
seem unachievable goals.

Now feels like the right time 
to pause, reset and rethink our 
approach to housing. Harnessing 
this momentum and putting in 
place a blueprint for the future 
could mean many more will be 
able to have the home they want. 

Next steps: 

For more on the research visit  
https://bit.ly/36VWY8j

“ Adults keep saying, ‘We owe 
it to young people to give 
them hope.’ But I do not want 
your hope. I do not want you 
to be hopeful. I want you to 
panic. I want you to feel the 
fear I feel every day, and then 
I want you to act. I want you 
to act as you would in a crisis”

   Greta Thunberg,  
Swedish climate activist

“ Now feels like the 
right time to pause, 
reset and rethink 
our approach 
to housing.”

*A UK survey sought the views of 948 people at the end of August 2020. 

** Qualitative research comprising eight 45-60-minute in-depth interviews with senior staff in eight 
housing associations across England was conducted by YouGov on behalf of Leeds Building Society.
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