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2.2 Rationale for the Selection of the Black Country and Telford

Black Country and Telford Linkages …
The Black Country and Telford represent the industrial heritage of not just the region but the country.
Whilst the two areas are physically separate they are linked through economic and social factors.
Telford has travel to work links with Wolverhampton, to which it is closest, and to a lesser extent with
Dudley. In migration terms, there are links to Wolverhampton and also Birmingham. This suggests
that the links between the Black Country and Telford extend both ways, stemming in the past from the
history of Telford as a New town rehousing migrants from the conurbation (but still reflected in
migration patterns), and more recently from its role as a location for new housing which at least in
part serves commuter as well as local employment markets.

Widespread problem…
The requirement for a Black Country and Telford Phase One Study is not to identify the most
deprived neighbourhoods, important though this it. Rather it is to understand the form, function and
trajectory of its micro-markets, to inform action to address the weakest markets. Additionally, any
intervention area has to be drawn not just around the weakest neighbourhoods but around an area that
best contributes to the housing market renewal of the area as a whole. An HMRA would be important
in contributing to the objectives of the Black Country Study and Regional Spatial Strategy.

The starting point regarding the Black Country is that despite its size, it is polycentric in nature -
unlike neighbouring Birmingham with its clear-cut divide around its inner city and outwards or
Telford’s New Town footprint. This has manifested itself in the way urban dynamics have been
understood in the Black Country and in the extent to which the public policy as a driver of market
change has shaped it too.

Whilst it has been commonplace to generalise about the Black Country’s dependence on low-value
manufacturing, discussions of social and related market patterns have arguably been obscured until
recent years by administrative boundaries. Thus Sandwell has been seen in terms of a largely
homogenous pattern of deprivation and has been targeted for most of the regeneration funding
packages available since the 1980s. The intensity of poverty in eastern Wolverhampton has secured
the borough SRB schemes and an NDC. The more affluent neighbourhoods of Walsall and Dudley
have seemingly rendered them more ‘manageable’ as districts.

Yet this focus on four separate districts, with Sandwell at the apex of regeneration funding support,
has arguably not served the wider interests of the conurbation well. Fortunately the advent of bodies
such as the Black Country Consortium and greatly enhanced joint working on a range of fronts have
changed perspectives very considerably, and this is manifesting itself in the Black Country Study. For
the first time, detailed thematic studies are revealing a wider, more complex and more urgent picture
of urban change.

As regards Telford, housing market problems are particularly evident on the former New Town
estates in the south of Telford - Woodside, Brookside and Sutton Hill - displaying indicators of poor
demand, including abandonment. These areas of south Telford are the focus for the Borough’s Local
Area Agreement.
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The headline picture of prices and voids…
The primary characteristics of the housing market in the Black Country are a strong and uniform
concentration of low value private housing together with a high level of social rented housing. There
is a remarkable absence of large areas of higher value and aspirational housing of the kind that might
be expected and which are present, for example, in parts of north and south west Birmingham.

Figures 2.3 shows the only significant areas of higher values in the Black Country are found in the
fringe areas of Aldridge and Streetly in eastern Walsall, Stourbridge/Halesowen and Kingswinford in
Dudley, and Tettenhall in Wolverhampton. A core low price area (shown as a dotted line) can be
identified (Figure 2.4).

Within a band of higher values and some areas of very high value that surround the low value areas
that predominate in the Black Country (running in an arc from Lichfield in the north east through
Stafford, South Staffordshire and Bridgnorth, and into Wyre Forest and Bromsgrove to the south
(Figure 2.1)), south Telford stands out as an isolated but similar low value area to the west (Figures
2.5 and 2.6).

More significantly, prices in the Black Country and south Telford are generally losing ground when
compared with the region or surrounding areas (Figure 2.3). Buying in the Black Country, especially
in Wolverhampton, Sandwell or Walsall, means accepting lower price appreciation than in most other
parts of the region.

Housing demand and supply in the area are not, in general, out of balance in the way that is evident in
some northern housing markets that have experienced similar levels of decline. In part this is because
the opportunities for decentralisation of both employment and population have been more strongly
restricted by planning policies and poor transport links, although the potential for problems of this
kind is present.

Thus the Black Country and Telford area does not presently have particularly high void levels and this
is true of its existing Pathfinder, the Urban Living area. Even so, Figure 2.8 shows a significant skew
in the distribution of void properties (all tenures) within the Black Country, with a concentration to
the north. Localities with voids above 10% in 2001 include much of Wolverhampton’s inner core, a
problematic band of neighbourhoods across central Bilston, and the low demand neighbourhoods
around Low Hill. In Walsall the pattern of voids extends northwards from the town centre out to the
large municipal estates of Beechdale and Blakenhall (which has undergone Large Scale Voluntary
Transfer), In the south of the Black Country, concentrations of voids are much more localised, in Lye
and the central Dudley estates; and Windmill Lane in Sandwell. These commonly reflect the location
of unpopular flatted estates. This better performance in the southern part of the Black Country
reflects the more buoyant market position in Dudley and the impact in Sandwell of vigorous clearance
and new build rates over the last 20 years to restructure the housing market. They also reflect the
more pronounced current need for social housing in a period where the ratio of house prices to
incomes is abnormally high.

Figure 2.7 shows pockets of high void rates in south Telford - which is described in Telford and
Wrekin’s Housing Strategy as suffering issues of abandonment.
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BME growth: a key driver…
A particular factor - recognised in the draft 2005 Regional Housing Strategy - particularly relevant to
the Black Country, is the growth of BME communities. In parts of the Black Country, BME
communities are migrating out from traditional inner city locations, especially into wider
Wolverhampton and across the southern part of Sandwell. This is far less apparent in the northern
Black Country core of mainly former local authority estates, now often highly diversified in tenure,
where there are questions over future levels of demand and sustainability. Some BME communities,
such as Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities, remain concentrated in tightly defined terraced
neighbourhoods where the houses are often unfit. Yet these impoverished communities are rapidly
expanding resulting in high levels of overcrowding. Responding to this household growth is a key
issue in parts of the Black Country.

Framing the intervention area in the Black Country and Telford …
The overall analysis confirms that in the Black Country, there is a large central area of housing market
weakness, which forms a rough X-shape (Figure 2.9). It extends from the existing Urban Living
Pathfinder up to Wolverhampton through the Black Country core, together with another zone of
weakness running from Walsall (including areas to the north of the centre) through the core and on to
Brierley Hill and Lye in Dudley. This area suffers from low values, a concentration of homogenous
and relatively unattractive housing, poor environments, and high levels of deprivation.

At a finer grain, this large, and at first uniform, area breaks down into two main types of
neighbourhood. The first type is former local authority estates, now often highly diversified in tenure,
where there are questions over future levels of demand and sustainability - not least because BME
communities have low representation, (who provide one of the main sources of future potential
population growth) in these areas. Problems of sustainability are likely to be compounded by the
resale of dwellings bought under the Right to Buy into private renting. The long-term impact of the
Right to Buy, in relation to demographic change, age stock condition and marginal owner occupation,
needs to be explored through further research.

The second type of neighbourhood is mainly inner city and contains private housing - often of low
quality, and occupied in some cases by households which need larger dwellings, and in others by
households who cannot afford maintenance and repair. In combination, these neighbourhoods present
few or no opportunities for regeneration without intervention. The potential for gentrification is
limited by dwelling types, by poor environments, and by the difficulty of access to services, brought
about by the fragmented historical settlement pattern in the Black Country.

Overall, concern must be focused more on the northern sub-markets within the Black Country. Both
Wolverhampton and Walsall’s inner cities are facing difficulty, but in Wolverhampton the problems
are more acute at neighbourhood level and are multi-tenure in scope. In Walsall there is a housing re-
supply issue for the expanding but spatially constrained BME population facing unfitness and
overcrowding. Both northern municipal zones face demand issues due to limited inflow to their
stigmatised and peripheral environments. Wolverhampton's municipal estates have been subject to
restructuring but both the Wolverhampton and Walsall municipal areas and the South Telford estates
will need comprehensive intervention over the next 10-15 years.






