
Land Use  
Futures:
Making the  
most of land  
in the 21st century

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



Land Use Futures: 
Making the most of land 
in the 21st century

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

 

 
 

 

This report is intended for:

Policy makers and a wide range of professionals and researchers whose interests relate to all 
aspects of land use. The report focuses on the UK, but will also be relevant to the interests of 
many other countries. 



This report should be cited as:

Foresight Land Use Futures Project (2010) 
Executive Summary. 
The Government Office for Science, London.



The Government Office for Science (GO-Science) would like to thank the 
Project’s Lead Expert Group who oversaw the technical aspects of the Project 

and who were involved in much of the work. They were:

Professor David Newbery – Professor of Economics, Cambridge University (Chair) 
Professor Marcial Echenique OBE – Professor of Land Use and Transport Studies, 

Cambridge University 
Professor John Goddard OBE – Emeritus Professor of Regional Development 

Studies, Newcastle University 
Professor Louise Heathwaite – Professor of Land and Water Science and Co-
Director, Centre for Sustainable Water Management, Lancaster Environment 

Centre, Lancaster University 
Professor Joe Morris – Head of Natural Resources Management Centre, 

Cranfield University 
Dr Wendy Schultz – Director, Infinite Futures 

Professor Carys Swanwick – Professor of Landscape, Sheffield University 
Professor Mark Tewdwr-Jones – Professor of Spatial Planning and Governance, UCL

GO-Science would also like to thank Mr Chris Riley who contributed 
to this final report.

Particular thanks are due to the Project’s High Level Stakeholder Group and the 
Expert Advisory Group, as well as the many experts and stakeholders from the UK 
and abroad who contributed to the work of this Project, who reviewed the many 
project reports and papers, and who generously provided advice and guidance. 

A list of those involved is provided in Appendix A. 

This report has been commissioned as part of the UK Government’s Foresight Project,  
Land Use Futures. The views expressed are not those of the UK Government  

and do not represent its policies.

The Foresight Programme in the UK Government Office for Science is under the direction  
of the Chief Scientific Adviser to HM Government. Foresight strengthens strategic  

policy-making in Government by embedding a futures approach.





5

Together with our human capital, land is possibly the UK’s 
greatest asset. It provides the basic services that we need to 
prosper and flourish, the environment in which we all work and 
live our lives, and it forms the historical and cultural bedrock of 
the country. It is difficult to imagine a national asset that affects 
us all so profoundly.

However, our land is a finite resource, and it is set to come 
under increasing pressure as the century unfolds. Factors such as 
climate change, demographic shifts, and changing patterns of 

work and habitation will all create major challenges. Also, as these pressures intensify, so 
will the demands we make on our land. This is already happening as we seek to 
maximise economic returns, and as we recognise its potential to yield benefits in 
diverse areas such as ecosystem services, mitigating climate change, and wellbeing. 

Deciding how to balance these competing pressures and demands is a major challenge 
for the coming century, and one that is all the more pressing due to the time that may 
be needed to roll out new land use policies. For this reason, the Government Office 
for Science has spent the last two years undertaking a major Foresight project on the 
future of land use in the UK. 

The work adds value by combining two aspects. Firstly, it has drawn on an exceptional 
breadth of cutting-edge science and other evidence – around 300 leading experts from 
diverse fields have been involved. Secondly, it has benefitted from the practical and 
pragmatic perspectives of leading stakeholders across the country: the public and 
private sectors, local and central government. However, a report of this breadth cannot 
aspire to consider every issue in fine detail. Instead, it aims to identify the strategic 
challenges for the future, and provide advice on how they can be addressed within a 
coherent and integrated framework.

I am most grateful to my predecessor, Professor Sir David King, who commissioned the 
Project, to the group of senior stakeholders who have advised on the work throughout, 
and to the many other individuals who have been involved. I am particularly grateful for 
the support of the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, and 
Communities and Local Government, both of which have sponsored this work. 
Therefore, it is with particular pleasure that I now hand the findings to Defra and 
CLG’s Ministers for their consideration and make the findings publicly available.

Professor John Beddington CMG, FRS 
Chief Scientific Adviser to HM Government and 
Head of the Government Office for Science
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1.	 The Foresight Land Use Futures Project

This Project has taken a broad and overarching look at the future of UK land use over the 
next 50 years. It demonstrates that there is a strong case to develop a much more strategic 
approach: to guide incremental land use change, incentivise sustainable behaviours, and to 
unlock value from land.

This report shows that a reappraisal is vital to help address major challenges ahead – for 
example, relating to demographic shifts, climate change, and rising demand for commercial 
and residential development in areas such as the South East of England. The challenge is to 
meet the rising expectations which will come with rising incomes; and to deliver a wider 
range of sustainable benefits from land. In particular, a more coherent and consistent 
approach is needed for managing the growing demands on land – at different levels of 
Government, and across the wider community of stakeholders involved in the many land 
use sectors.

The aims of the Project

The Project aims to use the best available scientific and other evidence to take a broad 
look at:

●● The most important challenges and opportunities for land use in the UK over the 
next 50 years1 – particularly those that merit decisive action; and

●● What can be done to use and manage land more sustainably and to unlock greater 
value for people and the economy – now and in the future.

The Project has also sought to identify where incremental change would be desirable, 
and where a more strategic shift is needed.

1	 In this report, ‘the future’ is generally taken to mean the next 50 years to 2060, unless otherwise indicated. 

Executive summary

A word of caution 

It is not feasible for a project with such a broad scope to consider every issue in the 
same level of detail and complexity as the responsible government departments and 
the devolved administrations. Instead, the added value has come from taking a 
particularly broad and strategic view across the many sectors and interests relating 
to land use.
As with other Foresight reports, it is expected that detailed evaluation of the findings 
will need to be considered by policy-makers over the next 12 months.
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An independent look

This report provides an independent analysis of the challenges ahead and how they 
might best be addressed. As such, the findings do not constitute government policy. 
Rather, they are intended to inform the strategic and long-term choices facing 
government departments, the devolved administrations, business, and society as 
a whole.

How the Project adds value over previous work

The added value comes from a combination of three factors:

●● The breadth of the analysis: the work looks across different levels of governance; 
takes account of spatial and geographic differences across the country; and reviews 
trends across the major land use sectors – including the built environment and 
infrastructure, natural resources, agriculture, conservation and leisure.

●● Crucially, the analysis takes an even-handed view – it does not judge one type 
of land use to be more or less important than another. It also contrasts the 
perspectives which characterise different land use communities and different expert 
disciplines – acknowledging the reality that these viewpoints often conflict.

●● The analysis lifts horizons from a short-term focus on narrow impacts, to looking at 
the strategic needs of the UK over the next five decades.

The Project’s analysis is comprehensive. It has:

●● Involved over 300 leading national and international experts and stakeholders2 
from diverse disciplines, ranging from economics, geography and planning to the 
environmental sciences, engineering, and multidisciplinary areas such as conservation 
and climate change.

●● Drawn upon over 40 specially-commissioned papers3, as well as a wide range 
of existing reviews and studies4.

●● Spanned the interests across Government and across a diverse range of 
organisations outside of Government.

●● Primarily focused on England but the Project has implications for the whole of 
the UK.

2	 See Appendix A.
3	 See Appendix B. All the Project’s papers are freely available through www.foresight.gov.uk
4	 See Appendix D of the Final Project Report for an illustrative list.
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2.	 The importance of land use: the need for an integrated perspective

Land and its many uses provide the bedrock of the country and the foundation for our 
wellbeing, prosperity and national identity. The pervasive effects of changes in land use and 
management underline the need to take the broadest possible perspective in developing 
future policies and strategies on land. While much has been achieved over recent decades, 
there is a strong case to do more.

Land is one of our greatest assets. How it is used and managed affects everyone’s 
prosperity and quality of life. Despite commonly held public perceptions, much of the 
land of the UK remains undeveloped5 – around 90% in the case of England. However, 
the productive capacity of land underpins the whole economy through its provision of 
food, timber and other goods, and through its use for housing, business, transport, 
energy, recreation and tourism. Land also plays a critical role in providing services that 
are vital for the physical wellbeing of the population, such as clean air, water and healthy 
soils. Also, with some of the most beautiful and historic landscapes in the world, the 
landscape of the UK underpins our national identity, cultural heritage and mental 
wellbeing.

All of these benefits are important in their own right: a land devoid of green spaces for 
recreation, or semi-natural landscapes that support wildlife, would be as unthinkable 
as land that is not economically productive. In this context, the ability of given parcels 
of land or landscapes to deliver multiple benefits simultaneously – so called 
‘multifunctionality’ – adds to its value and versatility. However, many land uses can 
conflict with each other: more land for one use can mean less for another. As explained 
below, in the future, greater pressure on land will mean that the requirement for land 
to deliver multiple benefits will also increase.

Whilst it is important to consider the impact of change within individual land use 
sectors such as conservation, agriculture and housing separately, the evidence in this 
report makes clear that progress on the most important challenges ahead will only be 
made by:

●● Identifying how the various demands on land made by different sectors will interact, 
and evaluating the consequences of those interactions; and

●● Taking a broad and overarching perspective across sectors and different levels of 
governance.

Government has already made progress in both areas, but a key conclusion of this 
Report is that there is a strong case to do more. Achieving a more coherent and 
consistent approach to guiding land use and management so that more sustainable and 
valued outcomes are delivered is a recurrent theme throughout this report.

5	 “Undeveloped” in this context means land which has not been built on.
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3.	 Why this project was undertaken: major factors driving change

Over the last 50 years, demand across many land use sectors has intensified in response to 
important factors such as population change and also rising incomes – which have fuelled 
increased expectations. However, the next 50 years will see even greater pressure on land 
use: continuing expected growth in population and incomes, the impact of climate change, 
new technologies, and changing public attitudes and values will all have profound effects.

A major issue for policy will be whether all the economic, social and environmental benefits 
of the land can continue to be delivered against a backdrop of greater expectations from 
the market and individuals, and the need to live within environmental limits. This Project has 
shown that major challenges and rising tensions will result unless action is taken: a key aim 
has been to identify where interventions in policy will be most needed.

Looking ahead just 20 years, there could be substantial changes affecting the country, 
and by 2060, the world is likely to be a very different place. Six particularly important 
factors will drive change over the next 50 years in the UK.

3.1	 Demographic change

The Office of National Statistics6 (ONS) suggests that the population could increase by 
approximately 9 million by 2031, and by 15 million by 2051, although there is 
considerable uncertainty associated with these projections as they are based on past 
trends and uncertain levels of future inward migration. Moreover, these changes are not 
likely to occur evenly across the UK. Whilst relatively high growth is projected to occur 
in England and Northern Ireland between 2008 – 2031, 16.7% and 13% respectively, 
projected increases in Wales and Scotland are lower at 11.2% and 7%.

Excluding the net effects of migration, the overall increases would be 3 million and 2 
million for 2031 and 2051 respectively, due to the net effect of an ageing population 
and changing fertility rates. The number of people living alone is also rising: by 2031, 
18% of the population are projected to live in single occupancy households; 42% of this 
increased number will be people over the age of 65.

Two major challenges will be:

●● How to manage the associated significant increase in the demand for land for 
housing, recreation, transport, water, food and energy in the face of uncertain 
demographic change.

●● How to manage the potential for uneven distribution of demographic change across 
the UK, for example, in the South East of England as compared with other parts of 
the country (see Section 4, below).

3.2	 Economic growth and changing global economic conditions

Economic growth will alter consumption patterns: where land supply is constrained, the 
demand for additional living space as incomes rise will be an important determinant of 
house prices. As the future macro-economic situation and business structure of the UK 
will have a strong influence on where jobs and homes are located, pressures on land 
use in the South East of England are expected to intensify. Overall, the underlying trend 

6	 See Chapter 1 of the Final Project Report.
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of economic growth in the UK in the longer term is currently estimated to be 2–2.5% 
per annum7, implying a continuing increase in the demand for land for development.

Future change in the global economy will also influence land use. For example, rising 
global demand for food and changing commodity prices will affect the amount of land 
that is brought into food production. Changes in the global financial system may also 
affect the stability of markets for land assets. Here land may be seen as an investment 
opportunity, irrespective of the benefits that it provides in use.

3.3	 Climate change

The potential role of land and land use in both climate change mitigation and 
adaptation will be profound. The move to a low-carbon economy will increasingly 
influence land use decisions, settlement patterns, the design of urban environments, and 
choices on transport infrastructure. Agriculture, forestry and semi-natural habitats will 
have the potential to play important roles in mitigating the effects of climate change, 
but will also need to adapt to changing temperatures and precipitation patterns. Also, 
increasing flood risk will have implications for building on flood plains and vulnerable 
coastal areas.

A significant increase in renewable energy capacity is required. Meeting the EU 2020 
target for renewables may lead to greater competition for land, and changes to 
landscape character. Also, areas of the UK with the greatest capacity for future 
renewable energy production may be spatially separated from the areas of greatest 
demand. However, the scale of the land-based effects will depend, for example, on the 
policy choices made on the ’energy mix’8 and how much production capacity is on-
shore9. Planning policies have a critical role in shaping incentives to ensure the required 
changes in land use occur. Delays could cause difficulties, or result in excessive costs, in 
achieving the 2020 targets.

A major challenge will be:

●● How to make better use of the land across the UK for climate change mitigation 
and for supporting the transition to a low-carbon economy, as well as managing the 
impacts of changing climatic conditions.

3.4	 New technologies

New products, processes and ways of working will enable us to increase the 
productivity of available land, and relieve some of the pressures associated with 
intensive land use. Developments in information and communications technology will 
enable people to live and work differently. Advanced information, engineering and 
biological sciences, including technologies such as ‘precision farming’ and anaerobic 
digestion, can help farming to reduce its environmental burden. Similarly, new energy, 
water and waste treatment technologies can lessen the environmental footprint of 
urban development. In many cases it will be possible to achieve multiple benefits 
simultaneously, as with sustainable urban drainage and habitat creation in towns. 

7	 See Chapter 1 of the Final Project Report..
8	 The Department for Energy and Climate Change, for example, is producing a set of scenarios for 2050 to model 

the possible impact of different ’energy mixes‘ to inform the development of energy policy. 
9	 Rights have been granted for up to 6,400 additional off-shore wind turbines with the potential to generate an extra 

32GW of clean electricity. See http://www.decc.gov.uk/en/content/cms/news/pn10_004/pn10_004.aspx
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Whether technological innovations drive the evolution of sustainable land use in a 
socially desirable way will depend on incentives and governance structures.

3.5	 Societal preferences and attitudes

People’s preferences and attitudes on land use will interact with all the other drivers of 
change, such as rising incomes and the drive towards a lower-carbon society. Many 
people’s desire to protect the natural environment, and preferences for home 
ownership, car usage, shopping patterns and other social trends are already changing 
how land is used, although these can sometimes result in conflicting demands. Markets 
are one important route through which preferences are expressed, through prices, 
along with the planning system and participation in decision-making.

A challenge for policy-makers will be:

●● How best to reconcile conflicting public attitudes, and also, differences between the 
preferences of individuals and communties and societal needs – through the broad 
range of mechanisms for managing and influencing land use, such as incentives, the 
market, regulation, and formal decision-making processes.

3.6	 The policy and regulatory environment

Government policies and regulatory measures relating to development control 
comprise a framework of planning acts based around the Town and Country Planning 
Act 1947, supplemented by other relevant legislation. Devolution to Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland has also produced diverse responses to the management of land 
resources. In addition, a large proportion of UK land – used for other purposes – is 
regulated by a large body of national, EU and international legislation. Membership of 
the European Union (EU) has been a major driver of land use change, particularly in 
the agricultural sector, and has created binding targets in diverse areas such as water 
resource management and conservation.

Policies will inevitably evolve in response to climate change and other drivers. The 
responsiveness of the multi-layered system of governance in the UK will have a 
profound influence on how effectively land is used in the future to deliver sustainable 
social, economic and environmental goals.

A key challenge will be:

●● How governance of the land system should respond to manage pressures on goods 
and services provided by land at national, regional and local levels.
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The risks of inaction: some illustrative examples

Without significant policy changes, the drivers of change will interact to create growing 
tensions and conflict between sectors, with serious implications for the UK’s wellbeing 
and prosperity. Without action, possible consequences include10:

●● Increasing demand for water as a result of expected population growth and 
urbanisation, occurring alongside reduced water availability. Climate change 
impacts in the UK are expected to result in significant reductions in river flows 
and groundwater recharge11, amid general patterns of rising demand through to 
2050, with the highest increases expected in the South East of England.

●● Detrimental impacts on the state of the natural environment. Declining bird 
populations are used as an indicator of the health of the natural environment. 
Since 2000 there has been deterioration in populations of breeding farmland 
birds, breeding seabirds, as well as in plant diversity in woodland and grassland 
and boundary habitats.

●● Potential vulnerability of farming communities in upland areas and 
abandonment of land, where viability is more dependent on income support. 
This could result in a serious loss of the public goods and services provided by 
land mainly managed for food production, but where benefits relating to 
landscape quality, water resources and recreation also accrue.

●● Difficulties in achieving EU 2020 targets for renewable energy at reasonable 
cost, if there are delays in the development of on-shore wind farms and other 
forms of renewable energy production. A significant increase in renewable 
energy capacity is required. Land use and planning policies have a critical role to 
play in shaping incentives to ensure the required changes in land use occur. 

●● House prices resuming their rise ahead of general inflation with implications 
for affordability, and smaller homes. Between 1969 and 2008 property prices 
rose at an average real rate of 3.5%, and rapid growth is expected to resume. 
Rising incomes drive real house prices increases where the supply of land is 
restricted. New, smaller houses in the UK are being built at higher densities than 
the average for the current stock.

●● The difference between the price of land with planning permission for 
development and other land will remain excessive in areas of high demand for 
development. One study12 shows that obtaining permission to change use from 
agricultural to residential use can increase the price of the land by as much as 
600–700-fold, creating very substantial gains for the landowner and high costs for 
house buyers. Regional disparities in relative land scarcity between the South East 
of England and other parts of the UK could grow if existing patterns of 
development continue. 

10	 The examples listed are intended to be illustrative rather than exhaustive. They are not presented in any order of 
priority. 

11	 See Chapter 4, Section 4.1 of the Final Project Report..
12	 See Chapter 5, Section 5.2 of the Final Project Report..
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