
THE IMPACT OF THE 1909 ACT
AND THE CHALLENGES OF TODAY

Professor Sir Peter Hall

TCPA Annual Conference
London
Tuesday 1 December 2009



John Burns 1858-1943
• MP, 1892-1918
• 1906: First working class 

government minister
• President of Local 

Government Board –
precursor of CLG

• 1909 Housing Act – main 
achievement

• Attacked as traitor to 
working class

• Resigned from 
government 1914

• Andrew Carnegie annuity 
1918-1943



Burns on the 1909 Bill

• “The Bill aims in broad outlines at, 
and hopes to secure, the home 
healthy, the house beautiful, the 
town pleasant, the city dignified, 
and the suburb salubrious”

• “On its housing side the Bill seeks 
to abolish, reconstruct, and 
prevent the slum.  It asks - at 
least, I do for it - the House of 
Commons to do something to 
efface the ghettos of meanness 
and the Alsatias of squalor that 
can be found in many parts of the 
United Kingdom”



Burns on the 1909 Bill

• “…seek to diminish what 
have been called bye-law 
streets, with little law and 
much monotony.  It hopes 
to get rid of the regulation 
roads that are so regular 
that they lack that line of 
beauty that Hogarth said 
was a curve”



Burns on the 1909 Bill

• “They have only to 
take a motor car or 
any other vehicle, 
and go to places like 
Balham, Millbank, 
Boundary St., 
Tooting, Ealing, 
Hampstead and 
Northfield to see how 
modified schemes of 
town planning, 
accompanied by 
schemes of transit, 
tram, train and tube 
are progressing”



Burns on the 1909 Bill

• “Let us take Bournville for 
the poor and Bournemouth 
for the rich.  Let us take 
Chelsea for the classes and 
Tooting for the masses.  
What do you find?  You find 
in those four instances that 
your public-spirited 
corporations and your 
public-spirited landowners 
have been at work, and ... 
you will find very much 
done without damage to 
anybody of what we hope 
to make universal by this 
Bill”



The 1909 Act: Impacts

• Housing: powers and finance (Public Works Loan 
Commissioners) to LAs and early Co-operative Housing 
Associations: the Co-Partnership Tenant movement

• Flourished in the five years 1909-14 – then killed by 1919 
Housing Act

• Planning: gave local authorities powers to make town 
planning schemes – used to promote planned urban 
extensions (housing estates)

• After 1919: mainly used to build huge local authority 
estates

• Garden suburbs not garden cities



Co-Partnership Tenants: Brentham
• Co-Partnership Tenant 

movement: launched in 
an Ealing pub, 1901

• Group of working men
• Henry Vivian MP - son 

of a carpenter 
• Extension: Hired Unwin

and Parker 1907
• Extension of coop 

movement
• 20 similar schemes by 

1914
• Killed off by 1919 Act



1919-83: Local Authorities come and go
• 1919 Tudor 

Walters 
report

• 1919, 1924 
Acts

• 1.3m new 
LA homes 
1919-39 (of 
4m total)

• Continued 
after WW2 
– until Right 
to Buy



100 Years On: 
What have we learned?  
Where are we now?

• Housing: thought we’d solved it – but we haven’t!
• Then: affordable housing for the many

• Now: affordable housing for the (not-so) few
• Planning: still the Ebenezer Howard question:

• The People? Where will they go?
• Haven’t resolved that either!



100 Years On: 
The “Housing Question” still with us

• Thatcherite assumption –
everyone can become an 
owner-occupier – not 
fulfilled

• HAs – haven’t filled gap
• Cumulative – and growing 

- shortage
• 40% first-time buyers 

under 40 need help
• 87,000 households in 

temporary accommodation
• And: households +223k/yr 

2007-2026



2007 CLG Green Paper Targets

• £8 billion programme for affordable housing 2008-
2011

• At least 70,000 more affordable homes a year by 
2010–2011

• At least 45,000 new social homes a year by 2010-
2011

• Over 25,000 shared ownership and shared equity 
homes a year



100 Years On:
The “Ebenezer Question” still with us

• The “1945 solution” – large-scale deconcentration 
– still official (2003) policy

• Has merit in transport sustainability – the new 
agenda

• But: an issue: those who work in conurbations
• And: eco-towns represented a “free market”

approach to location

• Yet: Dutch/German/Swedish best practice: urban 
extensions



1946-1967:
28 New Towns: 11 in South East



2003-2007:
Sustainable Communities Strategy

• Massive growth in 3 
corridors + expansion of 
Ashford

• A sustainable solution?
• Problem of 

deliverability: New 
Agencies

• Problem of funding: 
basic infrastructure

• Limited progress on 
ground



Growth Corridors, Growth Points and Eco-
Towns



Eco-Towns:
CLG Objectives

• (i) places with a separate and distinct 
identity but good links to surrounding 
towns and cities in terms of jobs, transport 
and services;

• (ii) the development as a whole to achieve 
zero carbon and to be an exemplar in at 
least one area of environment technology;

• (iii) a good range of facilities within the 
town including a secondary school, 
shopping, business space and leisure;

• (iv) between 30 and 50 per cent affordable 
housing with a good mix of tenures and 
size of homes in mixed communities; and

• (v) a delivery organisation to manage the 
town and its development and provide 
support for people, businesses and 
community services.



The “Ebenezer Question”: unresolved

• CLG 2003: continued 
stress on the “1945 New 
Town” solution (but 
without the mechanism)

• Continued long-distance 
deconcentration/ 
reconcentration

• But: European best 
practice is brownfield
plus urban extensions!

• Vauban, Vathorst…
• Is UK special?


