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Summary

Introduction

The growth of gated communities in the United States, to the point where such developments now account for roughly 11 per cent of all new housing and provide housing for about 4 million people, has been well documented. However, walled and gated developments are not just an American phenomenon; this form of housing has also seen huge growth in South America, South Africa, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia. However, in Europe, Canada, Australia and New Zealand development of gated communities is not so widespread although almost every country now has some examples. In addition anecdotal evidence suggests that gated communities are becoming more established as a new form of housing in the UK. However, robust evidence on the nature and location of such ‘communities’ is lacking in the British context. 

This comprehensive review located existing research literature with a view to understanding the implications of having enclave-style developments where the affluent gate themselves off from the rest of society. The controversy over the perceived positive and negative impacts of such development combined with a general absence of empirical reference points in this country make a review of such literature an important precursor to an informed debate.

For the purposes of the review the following definition of ‘gated communities’ was adopted:

Walled or fenced housing developments to which public access is restricted, often guarded using CCTV and/or security personnel, and usually characterised by legal agreements (tenancy or leasehold) which tie the residents to a common code of conduct.
The research reviewed material which was broken-up into the following themes: general attitudes to GCs, residents motivations for moving into a gated community, property values, crime, travel behaviour, social and spatial segregation, resident satisfaction, communities in GCs, internal governance arrangements, impact on local governance, planning and the external legal control of GCs.

Methods


As gated communities raise important issues for policy, this systematic review of the literature seeks to report on, and then apply relevant and empirically-based research findings to the following question: 

What are the local and urban impacts of gated communities, and how do such developments fit with existing social, legal and planning frameworks in England?

The review drew on research literature produced between 1990 and 2002. There is a considerable body of American literature that dates from the 1980s, and indeed some which predates this, but this was considered to be ‘out of date’ with regard to the current context. All British material (of which there was very little) was included in the review, as were key studies carried out outside the UK. The search produced 175 references to papers, books, unpublished grey literature and other materials. Thirty studies were finally included in the review.

Key findings 

It would appear that gated communities are not self-evidently attractive places to live. Existing research showed that motivations for living in a gated community are primarily driven by the need for security and a more generalised fear of crime. Importantly there was no apparent desire to come into contact with the ‘community’  within the gated or walled area. With regard to the specific impacts on crime only two studies could be identified. However, these indicate that sense of community is lower in gated ‘communities’ but perceived sense of safety is higher. While property crime went down violent crime was not affected. In some gated communities there was a greater fear of crime and outsiders more generally.

On the whole there is a price premium for properties in a gated community though some evidence points to this being primarily attributable to the existence of resident’s associations which control behaviour and therefore minimise perceived anti-social activity. Neighbourhood satisfaction within gated communities generally appears to be high though similar problems in them are often identified: crime, traffic and low levels of neighbourliness. Problems and disputes with neighbours appeared in several studies and general levels of neighbourliness were perceived to be quite low though neither do many residents attach much importance to community spirit.

Gated communities have also been criticised because they may pose a threat to locally provided services as communities vote to opt-out of local tax systems. Certainly several communities where studies have been carried out have provided significant services to residents and conflict over provision of, for example, refuse collection, has become a difficult issue. Evidence on the wider links of gated communities to local planning authorities suggests that a lack of uniform planning guidance in the UK makes local discretion a key problem, especially where roads remain private.

Conclusion

A comprehensive review of the research literature on gated communities suggests that there remains substantial work to be done in many areas. However, the review also highlights that there is some evidence that gated communities are a distinctive problem. Crime appears to go down in some respects but not in others and may also be displaced to adjacent locales. Conflict between neighbours and the general feeling that gated community residents do not want to know their neighbours suggests that gated communities do not represent a new form of communitarian living. Overall it is clear that substantive research remains to be done. Nevertheless our findings indicate that gated communities, in policy terms, appear to be problematic from two points of view. First, the planning system as it exists is not equipped with the prescriptions needed to consider this kind of development. Second, gated communities may throw up a range of secondary problems that need to be considered in the context of the values of the Government’s communities and urban renaissance agendas. In particular the possibility of withdrawal from local services by residents associations and subsequent proposals for opting-out of local taxation will need to be monitored closely.

PAGE  
3
http://www.neighbourhoodcentre.org.uk


