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Regeneration schemes must radically shift their focus in response to changes in the 
economic landscape, a housing campaigner has warned. 
David Ireland, chief executive of independent charity the Empty Homes Agency, 
believes the crisis in private funding coupled with budget cuts in the public sector 
should push regeneration chiefs to alter their thinking. 
Since 2003 in nine areas of the North and Midlands, public money has been spent 
buying up and demolishing existing housing and preparing land for new build, under 
the government’s controversial Housing Market Renewal initiative. 
The scheme – which relies heavily on public investment and private money from 
developers and home buyers – aims to tackle what supporters claim were weak 
housing markets and an over-supply of terraced housing. 
Programme architect Brendan Nevin, a visiting professor at the University of 
Manchester, told the Big Issue in the North last month [MARCH] that while HMR was 
imperfect, a national strategy was needed because local responses had not been 
enough. The scheme has seven more years left to run and Nevin wants whichever 
party wins the general election to continue to support it. 
But Ireland says the Pathfinder should be overhauled. He said: “One of the problems 
for me is about who has responsibility. If you take it away from people and say the 
state knows best and this is what’s going to happen, then they feel resentful and 
why should they like what you produce? It’s incredibly disempowering to people.” 
Ireland – who has worked with residents of several Pathfinder areas to bring empty 
houses back into use – thinks the UK’s weak economic situation now makes this 
change crucial.   
He said: “These are places where the housing market is meant to have collapsed. 
What was meant to rescue these areas was private investment, but that isn’t going 
to happen for a long time. If the market’s going to recover, the last place it recovers 
is the poorest areas so it will be a long time before anything happens. 
“As far as I see it there are two real options. Either the private investment is replaced 
by public investment, which means we will end up with a different entity – new social 
housing estates rather than mixed-tenure, multi-layered communities. The public 
funding for that isn’t available anyway. 
“So they are going to have do something more creative or more minimalist in terms 
of intervention. I’m not saying this can replace Housing Market Renewal but they 
should be looking at ways to involve the residents, and what minimal things can be 
done to achieve the desired outcome.  
“If you think about it like that then it could be quite interesting and quite 
empowering for the local community, who are being put in a position of much greater 
influence and control.  
“This would be a huge culture change for Housing Market Renewal, and it would be 
quite a brave person who does it but I don’t really see that any of the other options 
are better.” 


