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Why Labour’s new towns will be full of
'ugly' but expensive homes
Ministers pledged 'beautiful' developments. But architects, builders and housing
experts expect template 'boxes' with small 'squat' windows and gloomy bedrooms

Starmer said he was inspired by his tour round the King’s Nansledan development and wanted new
towns to be similarly ‘well designed’ and ‘look good’. Experts think the reality will be very different

Keith Cooper

April 26, 2025 10:00 am (Updated 11:21 am)
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Labour has promised England that its next wave of new towns will avoid the
“identikit”, “dingy shoeboxes” of previous decades.

Ministers have gone out of their way to explain how the developments for
hundreds of thousands of people, at the heart of “the largest housebuilding
programme since the post-war era”, will be “beautiful” attractive settlements
with “exemplary design” and “real character”.  

But now architects, builders and other housing experts say they expect the
reality to be very different as the Starmer Government has no real way of
ensuring that its enticing vision will be matched in bricks and mortar.

New towns, they have told The i Paper, are likely to be made up of “ugly” but
expensive “samey boxes” with small squat windows and gloomy bedrooms.

Streets full of ‘template’ houses
They fear streets full of “template homes” erected by the countryʼs small band
of big national house builders. And they say that planning rules and cold
economic reality will only reinforce the dull uniformity.

A little-known building regulation has already been shrinking the size and
number of windows in new homes, making them look ugly on the outside and
letting less light inside, and is expected to have a big impact in the new towns.

The expertsʼ warnings are likely to be a particular blow for Sir Keir Starmer who
has been inspired by the traditional designs championed by the King in his
Duchy of Cornwall housing developments.

King Charles III, Keir Starmer and Angela Rayner tour the King’s Nansledan development in Cornwall
earlier this year. (Photo: Alastair Grant/Getty)

The Prime Minister said he wanted a “natural variation” in housing styles
during a tour of the Kingʼs new Georgian-style suburb in Nansledan, Cornwall in
February.

George Saumarez Smith, a director of Adam Architecture – a practice which has
worked on Nansledan, and the Kingʼs Poundbury development in Dorset –
agrees with that ambition.

“One of the great things about Britain is its varied geology,” he told The i Paper.
“We have a very rich pattern of different materials and ways in which we build
traditionally across the country.

“In the Cotswolds, houses are built of honey-coloured limestone, which is oTen
also used for roofs. In East Anglia, itʼs red brick and weatherboard with clay tile
roofs.”

Builders’ model delivers ‘lots of samey boxes’
But the architect thinks that Labourʼs new towns will be much more uniform.
“The majority of new development, including new towns, is carried out by a
small number of major house builders,” he said. “Their business model is to
deliver the same product everywhere.”

Housing Secretary Angela Rayner pledged last year that Labour new towns would not be “identikit
homes straight out of a catalogue“. But builders and housing experts say the Government has not put
anything in place to ensure her promise is kept (Photo: Getty)

Rico Wojtulewicz, head of housing and planning policy at the National
Federation of Builders, which represents small and medium-sized builders said
it was “expensive” to vary housing designs. “The Government would have to
introduce regulations to split up development sites and create more
competition for smaller house builders to be involved,” he said.

“But for new towns to be viable and deliver at scale the Government is going to
be using the big house builders and if that ends up with one or two of them on
most sites, we will end up with lots of samey boxes.”
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Phineas Harper, a member of the Design Council Homes Taskforce, agrees. “The
big risk of Labourʼs house building plans is that we hand over huge sites and
opportunities to very large companies that will do what they always do. Why
wouldnʼt they?”

Criticism has also come from a housing expert who helped inspire Labourʼs
vision of “tree-lined streets of townhouses”.

Business parks and dual carriageways
Nicholas Boys Smithʼs consultancy Create Streets came up with concepts and
images of Edwardian mansion blocks that Labour used to illustrate its new
towns plan last year.

He argues that the “best” towns combine living and work and have “real
middles”. But Boys Smith has warned that the first report from the
Governmentʼs New Towns Taskforce is “merely committed to ʻbusiness
creation.̓”

“This could still mean zoned housing on one side of the dual carriageway and a
ʻbusiness parkʼ on the other side,” he wrote in an article for Unherd.

“The new towns built aTer the Second World War were oTen bad examples of
grey modernist misery,” he added. “Starmerʼs government must not repeat the
same mistakes.”

Stevenage, Hertfordshire, one of the first wave of post war new towns (Photo: Joe Giddens/PA Wire)

More than 100 locations for new towns of more than 10,000 homes each are
under consideration. The first sites due to be unveiled this summer, and
development is expected to be underway by 2029.
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Rayner dropped beautiful buildings rule
Last May Angela Rayner pledged that only “attractive homes” would be allowed
in the towns, but months later the Housing Secretary dropped planning rules
that stipulated a need for “beautiful” buildings.

Ike Ijeh, an architect and head of housing, architecture & urban space at the
Policy Exchange think-tank said that removing the beauty requirement made it
“harder” for the Government to avoid the mistakes of the past.

“Previous iterations of new towns prioritised the urgent expansion of housing
units over the design, character and placemaking considerations that ultimately
make neighbourhoods and communities liveable and attractive,̓  he told The i
Paper.

Mr Ijeh said he welcomed the Governmentʼs endorsement of the Nansledan
development. “But there is little evidence as yet of a national policy basis for the
aesthetic variety and spatial intimacy that are intrinsic to its success,” he
warned.

Smaller ‘squat’ windows and less light
Building regulations that came into force in 2022 (see box below) are another
concern for experts. They include an attempt to address the growing problem of
overheating in homes in the summer by “limiting glazing areas”.

Building regulations mean new town homes are likely to have smaller “squat” windows and fewer of
them. (Photo Empato, Getty Images, iStockphoto)

Architect Saumarez Smith said the effect of this “part O” of the regulations on
windows, which was already making homes “uglier”, would be “multiplied
many times over in new towns”.

“Most people want houses with large windows and plenty of light but the
building regulations are moving in the opposite direction,” he told The i Paper.
“It is making [windows] more squat which in turn makes houses uglier.
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“Our eyes are conditioned to look for familiar patterns and badly proportioned
windows just look wrong.

“The regulations are also reducing the number of windows you can have in a
single room. We like to put windows on two sides of a room but this is becoming
more difficult under the new regulations.”

The rules that mean gloom for new homes
Building regulations aim to ensure new buildings and extensions are
healthy, safe, accessible, and energy efficient. Part O of these regulations
came into force in 2022 to address the growing problem of overheating in
homes in the summer by “limiting glazing areas”.

In effect, this means smaller and fewer windows in new homes, especially
those in “high risk” urban areas such as towns and cities.

With more people opening windows on hot days, it has also raised the
minimum height of window sills from 80cms off the ground to 1.1m. “This
is intended to avoid the risk of people falling out of windows but is making
them more squat and reducing the number of windows you can have in a
single room,” said architect Saumarez Smith. 

Part O regulations allow other ways of reducing overheating such as
shutters, awnings, and more sophisticated building designs. But in practice
it is simpler and cheaper for builders to shrink window sizes and numbers,
according to Rico Wojtulewicz, head of housing and planning policy at the
National Federation of Builders. 

Ben Hopkinson, head of research of economic thinktank Britain Remade –
which has drawn up a new town design guide with Create Streets: “We are very
early on in the process but there is certainly a risk that new towns will be ugly.

“The mandating of smaller windows goes against Georgian-style homes and
uncertainty in the planning system makes it difficult for medium-sized builders
to get involved in big projects like new towns. This leaves it to the big
developers and this involves template homes.”

More than £0.5m for an ‘ugly’ house in a new town
The final insult for homebuyers is likely to be the cost. House prices in new
towns would have to be high so that surplus from sales could fund vital
infrastructure such as roads, schools, and affordable housing, Hopkinson said.
“If they were built in those areas where house prices arenʼt high the new town
project would become a drain on the Treasury and the Government in its
current fiscal position would not be willing to take that on,” he added.

If, as expected, new towns are built around the Cambridge to Oxford corridor he
said average prices for a house there would be likely to exceed £500,000.

A Ministry of Housing spokesperson said:“Our new towns will be well-designed,
beautiful communities and this will not be limited by building regulations.

“They will be delivered as part of the largest building programme since the
Second World War and will help us restore the dream of homeownership for
families across the country, as part of our Plan for Change.”
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