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INTRODUCTION

Being in property development can be tough…

The industry is a highly technical and fragmented one with 
numerous stakeholders and expert consultants which can make it 
near impossible for anyone to be an expert in all the di�erent 
fields. 

We thought there must be a way of sharing industry knowledge to 
help everyone enjoy more profitable projects. Our mission at 
C-Link is to help developers make more profit through increased
e�ciency and collaboration in construction: that’s one of the
reasons we created this eBook.

In an uncertain property market, it is key that developers review 
their processes to ensure they’re extracting the maximum value 
from every stage of development… 

The Essential SME Property Development Guide focuses on the 
numerous intelligent solutions that can be used by developers 
during land acquisition, funding and construction to increase their 
profitability.

We’ve worked closely with Land Insight and Go Develop, experts in 
the fields of land acquisition and funding respectively, to unearth 
intelligent, technical and practical solutions to improve project 
profitability during the various stages of a development.

So, let’s get started …
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How to get planning permission 
in the green belt

The Green Belt Divide: Developer's Edition

Green Belt land is cheap. So cheap that at some point along the 
way, every developer has come across a Green Belt site and had 
the thought, “if only I could get planning permission…”. If you know 
the feeling and want to find out whether it is possible to develop 
Green Belt land, read on. 

Broadly speaking, there are two kinds of developers:

1. Those who avoid the Green Belt like the plague;
2. Those who keep a close eye on the Green Belt and seek

out   land in and around it.

Most developers see the Green Belt as a gross inconvenience. But 
attitudes are changing. Given the growing demand for housing 
around cities, some councils are finding themselves in situations 
where promoting greenbelt land is the only way they can meet 
their housing needs. This has created a new market in the industry; 
the strategic land market.

Developers made proposals for 35,000 homes in 
the Green Belt in 2017

Developers across the country are strategically seeking out land in 
and around the Green Belt with a long-term view. Applications to 
build an additional 35,000 homes on Green Belt land were 
submitted last year, taking the total number proposed for 
construction on protected land to a record 460,000 (Source: The 
Guardian). 
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They scout out land based on its future potential rather than its 
immediate payo�. The sites they choose are often greenfield (and 
sometimes Green Belt) sites at the edge of growing settlements. As 
the need for housing grows, the argument for land promotion 
strengthens. They then guide their site through the planning 
process. Once planning permission is granted they either develop 
the site themselves or sell it on the market. Given the low cost of 
land, the payo�s are huge.

Before we get into the thick of it, let’s get the jargon out of the way. 
You’ll need to know these industry terms if you want to navigate 
the Green Belt and find high margin sites.

Brownfield: Sites (land) that have been built on previously but are 
now vacant or in need of redevelopment. The government 
encourage re-development of these before greenfield or Green 
Belt land.

Greenfield: Land that has not been constructed upon before 
(agricultural/ grassland). Greenfield land is not protected 
militantly like Green Belt land.

Green Belt: Highly protected land with tight restrictions on 
development. The Green Belt was created to control urban 
expansion and is basically a ‘no build’ zone.

Brownfield Greenfield Green belt
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Green Belt land is cheap. To give you an idea how cheap, let’s take 
a concrete example. 

A 15-acre site in Epping has a guide price of £145,000 pounds. 
That’s works out at 22 pence/sqft. The market value for residential 
land for that area is £570/sqft! 

Why? I hear you ask. 

It’s cheap because of the strong building restrictions. If a 
developer is able to get planning permission to build on land 
bought at Green Belt prices, they’ll be minted.

England’s Green Belt spans 1,634,700 hectares. That’s 13% of 
England’s total land area. The two largest areas account for 
almost two thirds of the total area of Green Belt land between 
them.

Local planning authorities are extremely cautious about their 
Green Belt areas and if there is brownfield or greenfield land 
available that could potentially fulfil the development 
requirements, they will not grant permission to build on the Green 
Belt. 

However, in cases where councils aren’t on track to fulfil their 
5-year housing targets, developers can make arguments for 
Green Belt land to be released, especially if those developments 
can’t be built on existing greenfield or brownfield land. However, 
this process of promoting the land takes a long time and is 
expensive. Land promoters take a 5-10-year view when they take 
on a site for promotion. There has been a sharp rise in such 
applications in the past years and several councils are now 
reviewing their Green Belt allocation as a whole.

Why would I want to develop on the Green Belt?

Can I get planning permission on the Green Belt?
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In cases where councils aren’t on track to fulfil 
their 5-year housing targets, developers can 
make strong arguments for Green Belt land 
to be released.

“
”

If you are looking for a strategic land 
opportunity with a shorter time frame, 
consider greenfield land.

“
”

Promoting Green Belt land takes expertise in planning and needs 
a long-term vision. But it’s not something to overlook. Savvy 
developers see which areas show increased number of 
applications for development on greenbelt land have to 
determine which councils are not on track to meet their housing 
targets. 

If you can’t a�ord to take a 5-10-year perspective, you might want 
to consider building for the ‘eco-homes’ market. Paragraph 55 of 
the National Planning Policy framework, Green Belt planning 
permission can be granted for ‘truly outstanding and innovative’ 
developments that ‘raise the standard of design’. Although the 
market is smaller, sustainable homes that push the envelope in 
terms of design fetch premium prices. The Neilson Report shows 
that 66% of millennials consider environmental sustainability when 
making purchasing decisions and are willing to pay more for the 
greener option. As more environmentally conscious millennials 
enter the home buying stage of life, there is reason to believe that 
the demand for eco-homes will only increase.

If you are looking for a traditional development opportunity with a 
shorter time frame, consider greenfield land. There are thousands 
of development opportunities outside the greenbelt which are 
greenfield and brownfield. The strategic land business is largely 
about finding and promoting greenfield opportunities.
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It is important to understand how planning authorities judge land 
promotion applications. After all, the success of a strategic land 
project depends on whether it gets promoted through the 
planning system. The key to getting planning permission is to 
propose a development that helps the local council meet their 
o�cial local plan goals.

1. Locations in desperate need of housing: Edge of settlements;
2. Transport infrastructure: Proximity to stations, bus & tram

routes;
3. Environmental impact: Energy e�cient homes, reduction in the

reliance on cars;
4. Economic infrastructure: near areas of employment, close to

shops;
5. Social infrastructure: Hospitals, community centres, schools,

universities, parks.

What do planning authorities look for?

More than anything, planning authorities look to 
balance the relationship between providing much 
needed housing and improving local economies, whilst 
minimising the impact on the environment. That is the 
very essence of trying to achieve sustainable 
development.

“

”Oliver Myerson, Land Director, Obsidian Strategic

things to seek out 
when scouting for 
strategic land:5
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There are strategic land opportunities across the country. If you 
are a local developer and want to stick to your area, you should 
seek out greenfield and greenbelt land at the edge of settlements. 
You can then assess those sites based on the criteria above and 
their commercial viability.

If you are not tied down to your area, it is worth assessing the need 
for housing nationally. The two large metropolitan areas (London 
& the North West) are deeply stressed for housing, but other areas 
are not to be ignored. Once you move outside of London’s Green 
Belt area, you can find smaller towns and villages with good 
amenities surrounded by greenfield land. Such greenfield sites 
can also take less time to promote (3-5 years). Either way, you’d 
want to empower yourself with site finding software so that you 
can find and assess e�ciently.

Planning authorities take a holistic view when judging 
developments. They want to see residents economically and 
socially involved in the community. Developments that fulfil that 
goal have the edge.

Where do I start my search for land?
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Barn conversions are a big target for proactive developers. In this 
article we’ll walk you through the new policy concerning barn 
conversions, how it has unlocked opportunities for developers and 
where to find the best barns for development.

Permitted development rights are a national grant of planning 
permission. They allow certain building works and changes of use 
to be carried out without having to make a planning application.

Changes to the Permitted Development Rights (PDR) mean that 
agricultural buildings (barns and such) can now be developed 
into:

• up to 3 larger homes of 465 square metres or
• up to 5 smaller homes each up to 100 square metres or
• a mix of both, within a total of no more than 5 homes

This is a big upgrade from the original policy which allowed only 
3 small homes.

Barn Conversions: 
How to find the best development 
opportunities

What’s the new policy on barn conversions?

How do Permitted Development Rights help me as 
a developer?
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This doesn’t mean you can completely bypass local authorities as 
the rights are subject to conditions and limitations to control 
impact and to protect local amenity. Developers will have to get 
prior notification approval from the local councils. For the 
developers who have tried getting barn conversion approvals in 
the past without success, don’t be disheartened. The new changes 
clearly state that local authorities cannot resist a prior notification 
based on the dwelling being in an ‘unsustainable/ unpractical or 
undesirable’ location without explanation.

There are barns all around the country. As long as you’re willing to 
look beyond Central London, there is likely a barn conversion 
opportunity near you. 

Here’s a map showing the top ten councils by the number of barns 
(as per planning application data). The West Country takes the 
lead, but there are still a few surprise councils in there.

Sounds great! Where are all the barns at?

1st

2nd

7th

8th

3rd

4th

5th

6th

9th

10th

1. Cornwall:  1478
2. South Hams:  735
3. Horsham:  452
4. Shropshire:  419
5. Wiltshire:  387
6. North Norfolk:  377
7. Mid Su�olk:  332
8. Wealden:  319
9. Cheshire East:  309
10. Stra�ord-on-Avon:  302

Number of Barns



12

You might want to focus your search on areas with a high density 
of barns. That way you will increase the odds of finding the site 
that suits your specifications and budget. You might even be able 
to find multiple development opportunities near each other which 
would potentially lower the cost of development.

It’s well and good to know where the barns are but it’s impractical 
to send a letter to every barn owner. You need a search strategy. 
We have compiled of list of councils with the largest number of 
rejected barn conversion applications. 

Site owners are more motivated to sell after having faced a 
rejected planning application.

Farmers are more motivated to sell after having planning 
rejected. As a developer it makes sense to target these sites first. 
Given the new change in regulation, you may not have to make 
many changes to their rejected application for it to make the cut.

How do I find the farmers that want to sell their 
barns?

1st

2nd

3rd4th

5th 6th
7th

8th

9th

10th

1. South Hams:              94
2. Cornwall:              78
3. Horsham:              77
4. Wiltshire:              48
5. Aylesbury Vale:              47
6. East Hertfordshire:             43
7. Straford-on-Avon:             40
8. Mole Valley:              40
9. South Northamptonshire:  37
10. Sevenoaks:              37

Barns with rejected 
applications
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When filtering through indexed sale prices (Land Registry), the 
councils with the greatest Price (£)/sqft can be found. A further 
filter to those areas which have at least 30 barns found that these 
are the councils where conversions are likely to fetch the highest 
sale prices (per sqft).

The area’s closest to London do best in terms of market value, no 
surprises there. All of these areas are good places to start looking 
for sites. The big shocker is that there was one council that made 
two out of three lists.

The Mole Valley district is in the top ten areas for most rejected 
applications and most valuable areas by £/sqft.  Developers 
targeting this area for barn conversions stand a good chance at 
finding those high margin opportunities.

How do I find the most profitable barns?

#1
#2 #5

#3

#6

#8

#9

#7
#4

#10

1. St Albans:
2. Three Rivers:
3. Chiltern:    
4. South Bucks:
5. Hertsmere:
6. Mole Valley:
7. Hillingdon:   
8. Bromley:   
9. Epping Forest:
10. Windsor and Maidenhead:

£590
£530
£529
£520
£519
£512
£503
£495
£493
£482

Market Value
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The new permitted development rights have opened up the 
market for barn conversions. Savvy developers and land agents 
are seeking out barns with the greatest development potential 
using tech. Not only do they see where the sites are, but they can 
also track their planning history to determine whether the owner is 
a motivated seller.

Cornwall and South Hams top the lists for the greatest number of 
barns. Of all the areas with more than 30 Barns, unsurprisingly, 
the councils around London had the highest £/sqft market value. 
Unexpectedly, Mole Valley council revealed itself as an area with 
great commercial potential for developers.

Despite the concentration of barns in these areas there are barns 
across the country with great development potential. They are 
waiting to be found by those with the right tools.

On the whole
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• Failed Sales: Re-visiting sites that were acquired at the top
of the market but haven't been built out is a good site
sourcing strategy.

• PDR: There are opportunities in PDR in industrial and o�ce
conversions. Retail might be next as councils are opening up
to mixed use town centres.

• Brand Building: Developers need to get better at marketing
themselves to land owners. As information more widely
available, developing a brand will be crucial.

• Automation: Automated assessments for the smaller apps
and would take pressure o� planning o�cers making the
system more e�cient for everyone.

Potential changes to planning policy in 2019

Curious about the impact of Brexit on residential development? 
Interested in how planning must evolve if councils are to meet their 
house building targets? 

The downturn in the market has created new opportunities for 
developers who are shrewd and creative. There are deals to be 
done across the market, listed buildings, industrial conversions, 
failed sales, rooftop developments and more.

Development opportunities in 2019

Trend Tracker:  Bite-sized insights 
on Brexit, Planning and Modular 
Construction
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 • Expected rise in cost of construction materials: This will
ultimately depend on the trade deal that is agreed. The
Department for Business Skills and Innovation reported 64%
of all imported building materials were from the EU. A
weakened Pound Sterling has already increased costs for
developers, if a free trade deal is not reached imported
goods may be subject to tari�s, duties or quotas.

 • Expected rise in cost of labour: As per data from the O�ce
for National Statistics, 33% of London’s construction
workforce were EU nationals. The cost of labour would
increase in proportion with the shrinking of labour supply.

The labour supply may decrease depending on the final deal 
reached with respect to immigration and the free movement of 
people. 

Brexit: Potential impacts on the property 
development industry

• Control: Due to the controlled process, it is easier for
developers to manage their time scales and estimate costs.
More interestingly they can manage their borrowing like
never before, they are 'in and out' on the funding much
faster.

• Financial management: Modular building allows quality
control and helps developers estimate costs. Over time
perceptions about modular somehow being inferior will
have to change.

• Mixed-use: Policy is still very protective of retail. We might
see a loosening in the protection of retail to allow di�erent
types of uses in to town centres.

The opportunity that comes with modular 
construction
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• Mixed-use: Policy is still very protective of retail. We might
see a loosening in the protection of retail to allow di�erent
types of uses in to town centres.

• Uncertainty may encourage income driven deals: James
Graham, CBRE suggested that until there is clarity on what
the final deal will be, we may see investors seeking income
driven deals rather than development focussed deals.

A shortage in the labour supply may not only increase costs but 
may also slow down development delivery as a whole. The 
statistics suggests, London will be disproportionately a�ected in 
this respect. On a UK wide scale, EU nationals accounted for 10% of 
workers in the construction of buildings sector (London - 33%).

There is this impression that the UK is a golden goose, 
but there are also massive infrastructure projects in 
France and Germany and the workforce will go 
elsewhere.

“
” Raouf Belmouloud, Grace Charles Property
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Challenges 
housebuilders face 
in raising finance
Although it’s widely acknowledged that the creation of a 
significant number of new homes is the only way to solve the UK’s 
current housing crisis, you could be forgiven for thinking that the 
lack of borrowing options open to SME developers to fund such 
projects at the moment far from supports that ambition. 

Funding via the traditional route of development finance from 
mainstream lenders can be a long and drawn-out process, and 
whilst the emerging ‘peer to peer’ lending platforms may o�er a 
quick-to-deploy solution, they can pose a di�erent but equally 
complex set of challenges, particularly around repayment of 
funding and developer exit. 

With the added, ongoing turbulence around Brexit creating 
decreased lender appetite for risk, it’s easy to see why many 
independent players in the market can find funding a very tough 
path to navigate. 

So, what are the main challenges in raising 
development funding in the current climate, and 
how can the savvy developer overcome them? 

Firstly, many lenders – both traditional and peer to peer platforms 
– ideally like to see an established track record of successful exits
when approached for funding on a new development.  This
means clearly demonstrating accurate projections, build quality
and the actual GDV achieved on previous projects, in order to
build a strong case to support an application of funds for a new
site opportunity.
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Of course, for the established developer this shouldn’t be an issue. 
However, for new entrants this often poses a huge challenge.  It’s 
typical ‘catch 22’ scenario; if you can’t raise capital to get a first 
project o� the ground, then how is it possible to demonstrate 
success in the future?   

For new entrants, this is where a lateral thought process can pay 
dividends.  Demonstrating past success, even if the development 
wasn’t your own but you were, for example, a project manager or 
quantity surveyor with a key stakeholder role, can be enough to 
evidence your experience and provide funding Underwriters with 
the assurances they are looking for.  

Consider pulling together a 
portfolio of your work on previous 
projects that contains the 
projections and budgets you 
provided pre-commencement, 
the processes you implemented 
together with an overview of your 
project management strategy 
and, most importantly evidence of 
the final GDV delivered. 

Together with a solid set of references, an exceptional project plan 
for the new site opportunity backed with a watertight set of 
numbers, and you’ve given yourself the best chance possible to 
convince a more pragmatic funder to accept your proposal.  

Another major hurdle for many SME developers that hinders their 
application is lack of initial capital, which does rather seem to be 
ironic as a lack of funds is exactly why many developers need to 
borrow.  

However, in reality many seasoned developers have substantial 
funds tied up in active projects which they are yet to exit when they 
identify their next potential site opportunity, whilst new entrants 
have of course yet to build up capital in order to invest.  
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Many conventional and alternative funding models require 
applicants to have some ‘skin in the game’, both as a means of 
demonstrating commitment but also sharing risk and are liable to 
reject those proposals which are submitted without any initial 
capital whatsoever.

But that’s not necessarily always the case, and indeed there are 
options available to apply for 100% funding via joint venture 
partnerships.  It comes down to the viability of the site opportunity 
together with the experience and track record of the SME 
applying for funding.

Both of these examples neatly lead to the third and perhaps most 
significant barrier to funding for SMEs; lending criteria.  With 
Underwriters under increasing pressure to mitigate as much risk 
as possible due to the current political and economic climate, both 
conventional and alternative funding options often involve a strict 
set of criteria which need to be met in the first instance, in order to 
move forward in the underwriting process for further 
consideration. 

Most funders have a particular risk profile they feel comfortable 
with, be that particular locations that they favour due to the 
opportunities of market growth, or a particular type of property 
that may be in short supply, for example family homes or 
properties suitable for downsizers in particular conurbations.  

The bottom line here is that no 
matter how much expertise and 
success you can present, if the 
development opportunity you 
have identified doesn’t meet 
with a financier’s criteria, it’s 
highly likely that you won’t be 
approved for borrowing. £



To give yourself the best chance of success, research the 
opportunity you’re proposing in as much detail as is physically 
possible and then measure it against the criteria of the funder that 
you’re approaching.  If it’s 50/50 in terms of what they are looking 
for, it’s still worth approaching them, but before you do, take time 
to build a business case for the Underwriter that clearly 
demonstrates how you’ll be able to stick to projected timescales 
for exit, why there is such a demand in that particular area for the 
sorts of units you want to build, and why the GDV you’re putting 
forward is realistic.  Provide comparisons in terms of specification, 
layout and market value wherever possible.  The more evidence 
you can supply that you’ve planned for and covered every angle 
in your research, the better the chances of your proposal being 
considered, even if it doesn’t strictly meet all criteria necessary at 
first pass.   

As with many other things in life, when seeking development 
funding it pays to remember the old but very true military idiom; 
“Fail to prepare, prepare to fail.”   By investing time in your 
research and building the most robust and detailed business case 
possible before you start, you’re giving your development the 
optimum opportunity to attract the investment you need to get 
your project o� the ground. 

22



23

Building for your target audience 
from day one

If you want to give yourself the best chance of a prompt and 
profitable exit from a project, building a product that buyers 
genuinely want and aspire to purchase is essential.  Whilst that 
may seem to be stating the obvious, correctly identifying what 
consumers are seeking in their next home and then using that 
insight to inform project strategy is a significant factor in setting 
successful developers apart. 

For example, we always advise housebuilder partners to study the 
locality of a planned development thoroughly before drawing up 
plans. Identifying competitive sites – either under construction or 
currently in planning – reviewing the current local housing stock 
and identifying a shortage of a particular property type, plus 
understanding price sensitivity in relation to the income of the 
target demographic are all cornerstones of a successful strategy.  

Is your development aimed at downsizers, or first-time buyers?  If 
you’re building houses, will they be targeted at budget-conscious 
family purchasers or the more exclusive, executive market? 
Defining the audience for your development before you even 
break ground, much less specify the kitchens and bathrooms, is 
essential.  Why?  Because it’s essential to consider a realistic GDV 
in relation to who you believe will buy the units you’re building.  
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For example, if your target audience is first time buyers, then you 
will obviously want to ensure that your development qualifies for 
Help to Buy.  However, now that a�ordability caps will be 
introduced from 2021, developers who are yet to break ground on 
projects aimed at the entry level of the market need to incorporate 
relevant pricing into their strategy to ensure their anticipated GDV 
stacks up.   Conversely, if you’re aiming at the luxury market, 
factoring in the price of the necessary higher specification finishes 
is something that will need to be in your budget and accounted for 
in your anticipated margins from day one. 

But that’s not all. 
Buyers at all levels are now far more sophisticated in both 
their research and decision-making processes. As a result, 
it’s not enough to presume what your target audience may 
want and commence a multi-million-pound project based 
on speculation. 

A detailed understanding of your target demographic should 
imbue every point of a project, from site acquisition, unit layout 
and design, specification and finish, through to sales and 
marketing strategy.  Every touchpoint should be focused on who 
will be buying the product. 

£
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If you’re building out a site that will eventually be aimed at 
downsizers, for example, then it can pay dividends to review 
internal layouts.  Whilst open plan living spaces are hugely 
popular, time and time again consumer research shows that 
mature buyers still prefer a separate kitchen.  Family homes 
ideally need space in kitchens or utility rooms for a separate 
washing machine and tumble dryer, together with a 
larger-than-average airing cupboard.  

As for properties which will be marketed as luxury homes…the 
basic specification list includes bespoke kitchens which include the 
essential ‘island’ incorporating top of the range wine coolers and 
USB charging points, coving to every room (even the downstairs 
WC) granite or quartz surfaces in kitchens and bathrooms, 
ethernet throughout, integrated ‘smart home’ technology and of 
course, electric gates.  And that’s just for starters.  Purchasers at 
the top end of the market are, naturally, more discerning and, if 
buying new build, are likely to be doing so for convenience, which 
means that your units have to deliver on their wish list to stand a 
chance of being considered. 

In terms of broad market appeal, however, recent research by 
one of the volume housebuilders also confirms what many 
developers already know, which is that awkward layouts, a lack of 
natural light throughout a property and insu�cient parking are all 
significant ‘turn o�s’, regardless of price point.  Whilst parking is, of 
course, harder to factor due to planning legislation, ensuring that 
your architect has designed units which make best use of 
available space and light is essential.

It is recommended to incorporate elements such as electric 
vehicle charging points alongside the considered details of quality 
wood or stone floors, chrome fixtures and fittings, quality 
hardware and branded white goods in specifications wherever 
possible, even if building for first time buyers.
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That’s because these are all ways in which a developer can create 
an essential point of di�erence for their product that is essential 
when prospective buyers are comparing schemes marketed at 
the same price point, where the same specification would be 
classed as optional, chargeable ‘extras’.

This then comes down to really having a grasp on numbers, both 
in terms of overall project budget but also what is realistically 
achievable from a GDV perspective.  Whilst it’s widely 
acknowledged that buyers pay a ‘premium’ for a new build 
property, and indeed are mostly happy to do so due to the various 
benefits of buying a new build home, it’s also essential to research 
local values as early as possible to ensure that what you’re 
proposing will be both desirable but also competitively priced.  

They have a vision not just for the type of properties they want to 
build, but who will buy them and how they will live in them.  It’s this 
attention to detail which, ultimately, creates homes that appeal to 
buyers.  Combined with a carefully considered pricing strategy 
which is in line with local market comparables, and you’ve got all 
the elements in place to exit your development quickly, thus 
maximising margin and profits.

So much of the time, developers 
adopt the ‘build it and they will come’ 
mentality and assume that just 
because there’s a shortage of 
housing in the UK, their development 
will sell through quickly because 
there’s such a demand for more 
homes.  But successful developers 
have a very di�erent mindset; they 
have a clear target audience in mind 
from the point that they identify a 
potential site.
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Why cashflow 
management is 
top of the list for 
savvy 
developers

As the old saying goes, “cash is king’ and certainly that rather 
neatly sums up one of the major challenges faced by many SME 
developers.  With ever-tightening margins, due in part to a rise in 
both labour and material costs, now more than ever it’s important 
to be fully in control of your financials for the entire lifecycle of a 
project. 

But what are the main issues that generally trip up 
developers in terms of managing cashflow? And what can 
you do to mitigate them? 

If you asked most SME housebuilders, many would probably cite 
VAT as one of the most di�cult elements to manage.  It’s a 
complex field to navigate, with significant consequences if you get 
it wrong, not to mention the administrational headache of trying 
to constantly keep on top of the paperwork required in order to 
maintain correct records in order to calculate, submit and making 
your quarterly VAT payment on time.  Of course, larger developers 
have the benefit of an accounts department.  For the smaller 
builder though, it’s normally a di�erent story.

These days, however, there are various online accounting systems 
with mobile apps, which enable you to scan receipts in order to 
help automate preparing your return.  
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Which means that when you’re rushing back from the builder’s 
merchants with that vital receipt stu�ed in your pocket, a quick 
zap with your mobile phone will ensure that the receipt is logged 
electronically ready for processing.  That way if the paper copy 
does get lost, you can still claim the VAT back.  

Retaining a good book keeper can pay dividends as well when it 
comes to getting VAT under control, particularly if they are able to 
reconcile your books every two weeks.  Ask them to prepare a 
simple financial dashboard for you, then set aside a couple of 
hours in your diary every other week to run through it with them. 
This way, you’ll have a good view of project spend to date and 
funds remaining, as well as how much VAT is outstanding and 
when it’s due.  By keeping on top of this element alone, you’ll save 
yourself countless sleepless nights as you won’t need to worry 
about what you owe ‘the Revenue’ because you’ll have it in a 
regularly updated spreadsheet.   By the way, if you’re not already 
au fait with Excel, now is an excellent time to start… 

Almost as scary as managing your VAT bill is servicing interest on 
any capital you’ve borrowed in order to fund your project.  As it’s 
rare for SME developers to have the cash available to completely 
underwrite their projects, many will turn to either traditional 
lenders, such as banks, alternative funding platforms or private 
equity models for additional finance.  In all but a few cases, this 
will require the interest on the outstanding amount to be serviced 
monthly. It also means that any project issues which delay your 
exit are likely to lead to paying additional interest until the capital 
borrowed has been repaid, which then eats away at your margin. 
Of course, the ideal solution is to find a joint venture partner who, 
whilst covering all costs throughout your project without requiring 
a significant upfront deposit, won’t require the interest to be 
serviced until project exit, which therefore reduces strain on your 
cashflow. 
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Another major factor is managing labour and resources. With the 
current shortage of skilled trades, sub-contractors are a more 
expensive option than PAYE sta�. However, the latter isn’t 
sometimes an option for SME developers who rely on the flexible 
nature of using contracted trades. 

For long term projects, it’s sometimes possible to negotiate 
payment terms with subcontractors if you’re able to retain them 
on a long-term or fixed price lump sum basis. This provides you 
with three main benefits; firstly, continuity of your team; secondly, 
you’ve reduced the fees payable to an agency as your sta� 
turnover is hopefully significantly less and thirdly, you may be able 
to negotiate paying these contractors bi-monthly or monthly, 
rather than weekly, thus aiding your cashflow.  

From the sub-contractor’s perspective, they have a contractual 
commitment of work, which a�ords them with the certainty of 
income that makes their own cashflow more predictable and 
easier to manage, making it a win-win for both parties.  

Providing that you’re paying them promptly on the agreed dates 
- which if you’re e�ciently managing your financials shouldn’t be
an issue - then there’s no reason why this approach can’t work for
you.  An added bonus is that you’ll build a positive reputation for
o�ering quality contracts with solid payment terms, making your
future projects more highly sought-after by sub-contractors and
therefore, helping you to build and keep a team of ‘superstars’
that you use time and time again.

A final word of advice. Financial management is a specific skill set 
and the savvy developer recognises if this is the case and ensures 
that they fill this essential skills gap before they break ground.  This 
can be achieved by recruiting a project manager with strong 
financial acumen as well as enlisting the assistance of a book 
keeper, or by working with a joint venture partner who has the 
necessary skills and experience and can therefore take the 
financial weight completely o� your shoulders from the outset. 
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When it comes to squeezing every last penny of margin out of a 
project, as far as your cashflow management is concerned, the 
devil is indeed in the detail. 
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Construction

31



www.c-link.com
32

Profitable 
procurement 
routes

For many developers the objective is to achieve the shortest 
possible duration from when planning is granted until when the 
units are available for occupancy.  A principle early action for any 
developer is to invest time and perhaps even engage a contractor 
or project manager to assist with an early pre-construction 
logistics plan.  

Completing this document enables the developer to create a 
strategy for the e�cient construction of the project and for its 
completion.  In addition, a properly considered, logically linked 
master programme for the development that can be used for 
decision making and project management of the scheme at this 
early stage will pay dividends throughout the life of the project.

From these documents, the procurement route for the project can 
be best selected. The reality is that the duration for the actual 
construction works should be similar irrespective of the 
procurement route as the scope and quality standards should be 
more or less comparable and any time savings are likely to be 
achieved by undertaking activities in parallel rather than 
sequentially.

There are four main procurement styles that could be considered 
on projects for SME developers and probably numerous hybrid 
approaches but in terms of saving time (where possible) and 
money two stage tendering and construction management are 
highly recommended.
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1. Two-stage tendering (best for time!)

Under this procurement style the contractor is tendering only
a limited number of competitive elements – usually margin,
preliminaries/common-user facilities and programme.  The
contractor is then on-board as part of the developer’s team
to work with the Architect/design team on subcontractor
selection and procurement to work up the price to arrive at
a lump sum for the contract.  The contractor is then also
enabled to input on programming and logistics for the
efficient delivery of the scheme.

This type of procurement lends itself to either a traditional or
design and build approach for carrying out the design, so
that the skills of specialist designing subcontractors can be
harnessed.  With an efficient programme of designing and
procurement the project could be progressing whilst
subsequent trades are being designed tendered and
procured.  This would probably be the best option to secure
the shortest possible timescale.

The other clear benefit of this approach to tendering is that
early contractor involvement should deliver a more practical
and buildable design, leading to fewer costly problems
during construction on site.

2. Construction Management in house (good for time and best
for budget!)

Construction Management is similar in some ways to the
two-stage approach in that it has a shorter gestation period
for engagement of the Construction Manager while
retaining the advantages of early engagement for logistics,
project planning and procurement.

The primary difference however is that the trade package
contractors’ contract directly with the developer who has the
full risk of price escalation and programme delays.
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Under this form of procurement, the design can be procured 
through a design team or as a combination between the design 
team and the trade package contractors.  

A shorter overall duration for the project is achievable due to the 
fact Construction Management is managed in-house reducing 
the need for the time-consuming procurement of a main 
contractor and instead jumping straight to subcontract 
procurement.  

What’s more, as well as a shorter programme, there is likely to be 
some cost benefit in removing the main contractor.

So what are the main considerations? 

Things for developers to consider when construction managing 
are design co-ordination; management of information flow; 
programme management; administration of contracts including 
payments and notices and budget control. All of which need 
dedicated resources of varying disciplines in-house as opposed to 
that being covered by a main contractor.

Provided you as the developer is confident that it has the 
infrastructure to properly manage this contract arrangement and 
deliver the project it would mean that it will retain all design 
choices to itself and should be able to deliver the project at the 
best achievable nett prime cost.  There will be no risk or 
contingency allowances that it is unaware of that might be 
incurred as a premium in other contracting models and of course 
there will be no main contractor margin or Construction Manager 
fee to pay.  

In addition, early subcontractor appointment and involvement 
significantly increases the likelihood of Practical Completion 
earlier than with traditional procurement and further, early 
engagement generally leads to improvements in the practicalities 
and affordability of the design and construction methods 
reducing financial and time costs.
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3. Traditional: 

 The developer has a full design carried out and pricing 
documents prepared for tender.  The design choices and 
risks of any errors in them are retained by the developer 
who will have engaged a design team to ‘fully’ detail the 
scheme.  The Architect will fulfil the design submitted for 
planning, in conjunction with other designers (Structural; 
MEP; etc) and will be retained to supervise the construction.  

 The tenders returned will be on a lump sum basis and 
subject to ensuring that they are fully compliant will be the 
basis of the Contract Sum.  Any variations/changes post 
contract will be at the cost and programme risk of the 
developer.  

 There will be a longer period required for preparation of the 
design and pricing documents than other procurement 
routes, but the tender period should be shorter since the 
tenderers will be responding to a defined design, scope and 
quality.  

4. Design and Build:

 In standard form contracts the contractor is appointed to 
‘complete’ the design prepared on behalf of the developer, 
responding to the Employer’s Requirements with 
contractor’s Proposals which should complement each 
other to comprise the whole of the design for the Works.  

 It is common practice for developers to seek to 
comprehensively transfer the responsibility for the whole of 
the design to the contractor, although the design and build 
contracting market is now becoming resistant to this.

35
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Depending on the quality of the contract documentation the 
developer should be able to define the standards and quality 
required although the more choices retained by the developer the 
less responsibility for design is passed to the contractor.  

In terms of time there is probably little difference between this and 
the traditional approach since the tenderers will require longer to 
prepare a properly considered design & build tender.

The selected companies should be experienced in the type of 
construction, the contracting risk allocation and have the capacity 
to do the job.  If you’re a diligent developer, you should carry out 
interviews; visit previous projects; take references and ask the 
difficult questions. 

Irrespective of the 
procurement route to be 
adopted one aspect that 
should not be overlooked is 
the selection of the companies 
who will deliver the project; 
this means the designers as 
well as the Contractor and 
subcontractors.

Don’t forget to 
pre-qualify
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Looking at both cost and time, one new way to save time and 
money is through Construction Management. To deliver this, 
retaining the Architect and other designers who prepare the 
design for planning to develop the design up until the point where 
the developer is satisfied that all critical design choices have been 
made is paramount. Thereafter, the design can be completed by 
specialist subcontractors competitively and for a lump sum price.

Intelligent construction management is without doubt a way to 
add profit to development moving forward while also keeping the 
programme of works lean.

Construction management is the way 
forward
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As the popularity of basement construction continues to grow 
across the UK, developers are more and more regularly 
completing complex basement procurement. Construction is a 
highly technical industry with basements being one of the most 
intricate so getting it right is crucial. 

Despite this, many developers spend thousands of pounds 
procuring basement packages every year and often without a 
complete comprehension of the technical details to inform 
decision-making. 

This article helps developers to:

Intelligent and economical 
basement construction

• Analyse tender submissions
• Identify Value Engineering opportunities
• Remove risks on site and deliver on programme
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The Tender Analysis 
Comparing Apples with Apples

1. Design Liability

With Waterproofing one of the major risks is liability:
particularly in the design. When comparing tenders, ensure
there is no split liability and that the final installation is
covered for design, materials and installation by one
specialist.

2. Guarantees

Guarantees are a mine field. Accept nothing less than one
insured warranty, from one company, for all aspects of the
waterproofing - covering the design, the materials and the
installation.

Many Guarantees are product guarantees, but consider -
have you got a leak free basement guarantee? Product
guarantees from the manufacturer only cover the value of
the materials in the event of a claim.
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3. Inclusions

Basement waterproofing packages must include for an
Internal Cavity Drain; floors; walls; a top of the wall detail
which is critical to ensure a continuity of waterproofing from
inside to the external DPC; deck Waterproofing and in some
instances external waterproofing. Ensure all aspects are
included for in each tender.

1. System Selection

In many instances there are more systems and materials
built into a contract by manufacturers than is necessary to
achieve compliance with insurance requirements; codes of
practice and in fact, the British Standards. Consider the
Grading of the building to ascertain Value Engineering
opportunities.

Intelligent Value Engineering

• For Grade 3 Habitable Buildings you require two
systems of waterproofing for insurance companies to
o�er guarantees.

• For Grade 2, you may only need one form of
waterproofing but beware that Grade 2 for storage
should be looked at very closely because di�erent
stored items require very precise environments.
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3. Pumped Systems

Does the proposed system come with multiple pumps and is
this necessary? Do the pumps have backups and alarms?
Important questions to consider are as follows:

1. Has the contractor considered flow rates in his
design?  The duty pump (the one that does all of the
work) should be large enough to pump e�ectively
with a 100% spare, redundant capacity. The backup
pump should be the same size and should be set to
operate in the event of a failure of the first pump – is
it?

2. The inclusion of alarms for Pumped Systems is
critical; however, alarms need to be installed where
they can be heard so basement installation is often
not the best solution – what is included and can a
better location be found?

3. Back-up Pumps come in all shapes and sizes but
should have enough battery power to run until power
is resumed or alternative power supplies can be
utilised. What is included, and can this be value
engineered?

Also consider that external waterproofing can extend programme 
durations and be subject to delays due to bad weather: extensions 
of time can often be costlier than the waterproofing itself.

2. Options, Options, Options…

Do you need external waterproofing and internal
waterproofing? Do you need additives in concrete which
double the cost? Always ask the Specialist what you need to
achieve the insurance requirements.
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1. Early Engagement

Basement Waterproofing is a technical and design driven
package. Engage the waterproofing company as early in
the design process as possible to best understand the risks
and opportunities available to you.

2. Sequencing

Fragmenting the sequence of the waterproofing works can
be time consuming and lead to inefficient working. Agree
the areas that will be waterproofed at each visit as soon as
possible and try to best coordinate this with any preceding
trades to keep the waterproofing contractor on site for long
visits.

3. Weather Constraints

Consider the impact of the weather and the time of year the
installation is being undertaken. Any external waterproofing
will have set environmental requirements: normally dry
surfaces require 3 above dew point but some require 5
above dew point and more. Does your programme suitably
allow for covering, drying etc.?

Programme – Managing the Critical Path

Basement Waterproofing falls on the critical path of the project 
and therefore genuine focus and attention must be paid to this 
trade as it kick-starts the project either on a successful or a difficult 
path. 

Follow these tips for a smooth delivery and handover…
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Lean 
Construction for 
developers

As the housing market falters, profit-driven developers are more 
and more focused on lean construction methods to reduce 
construction costs and retain their forecast profit and Gross 
Development Values.

Lean construction methods can take many di�erent forms but with 
all routes it is important to develop a programme for the project 
at the outset: from inception to final occupation. This document 
coupled with a logistics plan, showing how the scheme will be 
serviced, constructed and occupied, help to shape the sequence, 
procurement and contracting choices for the scheme.

In addition, spending time at the beginning to identify the key 
success criteria for the project before committing to solutions will 
pay dividends in the long term.  What are the particular 
abnormals or di�erentiators for the particular scheme that will 
drive you down one route or another and then it is a matter of 
looking to identify suitable businesses to pull into the project 
delivery team.

Risk Allocation

The allocation of risk and in particular design risk, often dictates 
the overall cost levels for the project.  
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The concept of ‘risk being allocated where it can best be 
managed’ is as old as ‘motherhood and apple pie’ but all too 
often this is ignored in favour of having a single point of 
responsibility irrespective of the premium that might come with 
that.

Early collaborative involvement of a lead designer, a construction 
manager and/or a project manager is also hugely beneficial, but 
to get good advice you need to pay for it and set a good brief with 
defined deliverables.

Identify suitable contracting partners

The first consideration is which companies have the required skills 
to do the particular project that is being contemplated in terms of 
scale, complexity and type – this applies equally to both the 
design and the construction.  

If the project is on a green field site, then the type of designer that 
could successfully deliver it will probably be very di�erent from 
those with the skills and capabilities to deal with the conversion of 
a Victorian prison.  A scheme with 12 residential units is very 
di�erent from one with 1200 units with a leisure centre and retail 
space.
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Taking references and looking at which companies have delivered 
similar projects, and delivered them well, would be a good 
starting point for selecting businesses with appropriate skill sets 
and capabilities.

In-house Construction Management

Construction management is becoming increasingly popular 
once again. Benefits can be achieved through optimising project 
durations since designs for the project may be progressed in 
parallel with the construction works of earlier elements.  

Frequently the absence of hidden risk and contingency pots are 
instanced as an advantage for construction management and this 
can be true; but it should be remembered that this is because the 
risks are generally retained by the employer.  

Flexibility is the biggest gain; trade packages can be let in a 
number of di�erent ways depending on what is required meaning 
that appropriate designing specialists’ skills can be harnessed 
directly rather than through a vague pass through of 
responsibilities as can be the case in other contracting 
arrangements.

Many developers already deliver their schemes on a 
quasi-construction management basis. Depending on the scale 
of the developments or the developer's resources this may be the 
entire scheme or the fitting out of a shell & core building 
constructed by a main contractor - the advantage being that the 
developer can create the flexibility to bespoke fitting out packages 
and advance or retard progress depending on sales without 
incurring main contractor delay claims.
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In this type of approach, the developer will need to have the post 
land acquisition infrastructure to procure and administer 
subcontractor/trade package contractors. The critical success 
factor will be in having a properly considered programme that 
covers design and procurement stages of the project as well as 
construction and a dedicated project manager/director to 
manage the delivery of that programme. 

E�ectively the developer is creating a virtual main contracting 
capability in-house. The advantages will come from the 
alignment of purpose of that virtual contractor with the 
developer's sales objectives.

What the construction management option should not simply be 
taken to be is an opportunity to cut out the main contractor and 
pocket the whole saving.  

If you want to act as the construction manager you will need a 
dedicated team of operation, commercial and planning 
personnel to manage and administer the delivery of the project. 
As a developer you should consider undertaking this role directly 
only when you have the appropriate in-house skilled personnel 
experienced in delivering projects of the scale and complexity in 
prospect.

If this method of project procurement and delivery is going to be 
adopted successfully then make sure that your construction 
management team is experienced and skilled enough to fulfil that 
role successfully and if you do, it is the leanest construction 
method you could find moving forward.
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Chapter 4

A word 
on our collaborators
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Land Acquisition

LandInsight is an online subscription service that streamlines the 
process of finding and assessing o�-market land. Our simple 
map-based platform has removed the barriers and ine�ciencies 
in the land finding process, from acquiring land ownership details, 
searching through planning applications to estimating sale prices 
using comparables. Our software aggregates the information you 
need to evaluate opportunities and enables you to find and act on 
opportunities in any area, before the competition. 

Our product democratises data for all and is used by property 
professionals across the industry. From large developers and 
agents such as Savills and Taylor Wimpy to trailblazing SME 
developers such as Living Smart and The Trademark Group. On 
average, our users reduce the time spent assessing opportunities 
by 80%. For a free trial or demo of our product visit - 
www.landinsight.io
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Currently 1,100 units are under development nationwide in 
partnership with Go Develop and we’re delighted to have been 
listed in FT1000: Europe’s Fastest Growing Companies 2019 – visit 
go-develop.co.uk or email joinus@go-develop.co.uk for more 
information.

Go Develop provide 100% joint venture funding for professional 
housebuilders and developers.  

Everything is covered including land, build, stamp duty and 
project costs without a penny in from the Developer and without 
fees or deductions. Once the project is sold, the Developer 
receives the lion’s share of the profits. 

Funding
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Construction 

C-Link is a platform for developers who construction manage to
deliver the subcontract procurement process. The platform is
proven to reduce prelim and construction costs, with users
increasing project margins by up to 5%.

You can use C-Link AI software to read architect drawings and 
automatically create subcontract packages. From there, you can 
seamlessly generate comprehensive tender documents and issue 
them to our network of prequalified subcontractors. C-Link then 
provides further tools and management software to keep on track 
of procurement deadlines, issue orders and manage contracts.
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