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Overview

Cardiff is a rapidly growing city. In the early 1800s it was only 
the 25th largest town in Wales. The construction of city docks 
in the 1830s and the linking with the Taff Vale Railway paved 
the path for rapid industrialisation, expansion, and booming 
prosperity that continues to this day.

Attractive affordability
Fast-forwarding to the modern era, 15 years ago Savills opened 
our first office in Cardiff. A lot has changed over in those 15 
years. The average home in the city sold for £194,000 back in 
2007. This has jumped to £271,000 in 2022 – up 40%, a little 
behind the GB average of 43% over that time. This slightly 
slower growth rate has helped maintain Cardiff ’s affordability 
compared to nearby Bristol; there values are 35% higher than 
in Cardiff, with an average value of £365,000. This gives 
Cardiff a real competitive advantage in the region when it 
comes to attracting and retaining residents. Maintaining this 
affordability will be key to the city’s success.

A growing population
The city is set to keep growing. The past 15 years saw the 
population swell by 13%, above the national average of 10%. 
The next 15 years will see slower growth of only 2%, according 
to forecasts from Oxford Economics, but this is consistent 
with a national slowing of population growth and still 
outpaces the UK average of 1.5%.

This growth is going to be biased towards the higher age 
bands, however, with a significant rise in the over 65s, who  
are expected to make up about a third of the population by 
2037. The number of students in the city has also been growing 
rapidly. There were 45,000 in 2021, up 14% compared to 2007. 
Catering for these different demographic groups must be a 
priority for the city.

What are the key industries?
Economic growth has also continued at pace in the city with 
economic growth of 23% in the last 15 years. When compared 

50%

45%

40%

35%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

G
V

A
 g

ro
w

th

Figure 1 Recent GVA growth in Cardiff has been strong

Source: Oxford Economics Source: TravelTime, HMRC
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to comparable cities, that’s second place only to Manchester, 
and just above Bristol. Longer term, its growth is expected  
to continue, but more in line with peer cities.

The key economic sectors in the city are insurance  
& finance, human health & social work, and real estate. 
Combined, these sectors make up 35% of Cardiff ’s GVA.  
These traditional sectors have seen declining output over  
the past 15 years, however. Instead, IT & Communications  
has been rapidly expanding and taking their place, growing 
427% over that period, and now contributing 6% of the  
city’s GVA.

The office outlook
The key occupiers of Grade A office space are still those in  
the insurance & finance sector. A key tenant is Legal & 
General, who acquired 121,000 sq ft at the Interchange 
Building at Central Square in Q4 2020.

There have been many newly completed office 
developments over the last 15 years that have served to alter 
the dynamic of the Cardiff office market. These include 
significant developments at Central Square and Capital 
Quarter, which over the last 5 years has delivered over 
900,000 sq ft of Grade A office space in the city centre.

Further population growth will  
fuel demand for new housing. 
However, the pattern of development 
will continue to change. 15 years ago 
the bulk of new homes were delivered 
in large urban regeneration schemes 
in the city centre and around the bay. 
More recently, most new build homes 
are typically delivered much further 
out from the city centre, requiring 
much more time on public transport 

to access the city centre. This  
results in more workers commuting 
for longer – which has knock on 
effects on both worker wellbeing  
and the levels of CO2 emissions in  
the city. 

The rate of house building has 
f luctuated around the 800 new homes 
per year mark since 2018. This is 
almost half the number of homes 
delivered 15 years ago in 2007.  

It’s a rate of house building lower 
than similar peer cities, at about  
0.5% of stock, compared to Bristol 
which is delivering homes at a rate of 
0.8% of stock in 2021, or Manchester 
at 1.7%. 
    If Cardiff doesn’t build more 
homes, it risks becoming less 
affordable and losing out on economic 
growth as employees and businesses 
set their sights elsewhere. 

The right homes in the right place

Figure 2 Recent delivery of homes has been further from the city centre
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The Welsh capital has witnessed a great deal of expansion over the past  
15 years with economic growth outstripping the UK national average 

City of growth 

The number of students in the city 
has been growing rapidly
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A changing economic base and the drive for Levelling Up is creating  
new opportunities across the city

Shifting demand

The past 15 years has seen significant changes for Cardiff,  
but the next 15 are likely to see even more dramatic shifts.  
The Covid-19 pandemic has led to changes in working 
patterns, with over half of business reporting they intend 
homeworking to be part of a permanent business model. 

The types of home in demand have changed as a result.  
As people expect to be spending more times in their home  
for work, there has been increased demand for larger homes.  
This is ref lected in values, with houses in Cardiff seeing 
value growth of 11.8% over the past year, compared to f lats 
that have only risen at 5.8%.

Over the past three years, 52% of new homes delivered  
in Cardiff have been 3 or 4 bed houses, which should suit 
these home workers. Looking forward, Cardiff will need to 
continue to provide suitable homes that appeal to home 
workers, alongside transport infrastructure appropriate for 
those who will continue to commute regularly. 

The end of Help-to-Buy next year will pose a further 
challenge. The scheme has supported over half (55%) of  
new build sales in the city over the past five years by our 
estimate. In its wake, other tenures will rise to help fill  
the gap. 

We expect a greater level of delivery of Affordable homes 
and Build to Rent products to help plug this demand for those 

who cannot afford to buy, with 2,700 BtR units currently in 
the planning and development pipeline.

Affordability risks
Cardiff has had a reputation for affordability, but recently 
this has tightened considerably. The house price to income 
ratio in the city has shot up from 6.7 in 2019 to 8.2 in 2021. 
This is far higher than the rest of Wales, and rapidly closing 
in on the affordability ratio in Bristol. 

If this ratio continues to rise, Cardiff will lose one of its  
key advantages. If the city fails to control these affordability 
issues, it will struggle to attract and retain the occupiers  
and employees it needs to sustain its growth. However, 
delivering a continuing supply of new homes will help to 
mitigate this risk.

Levelling up
In the longer term, Levelling Up remains a high priority for 
the government, although the exact details may evolve with 
the current f luid political landscape. This has the potential to 
bring significant investment to the city. 

Cardiff is currently in the highest levelling up priority 
category, with central government committing £500m  
of levelling up funding to the Cardiff Capital Region through  
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Figure 3 Cardiff risks losing its affordability edge

Source: ONS

 Cardiff    Bristol, City of    England    Wales

There are 2,700 BtR homes 
in development in the city

a City and Growth deal. This includes £25m of innovation 
funding to support CSconnected, a centre of compound 
semiconductor technology, and £22m for media.cymru to 
support Cardiff ’s growing media sector. These schemes are 
expected to boost high value employment in the city, driving 
demand for both workspace and new homes. 

Appropriate workplaces 
Cardiff is home to one of the fastest-growing digital clusters  
in the UK, and the city is seeing the emergence of a new level 
of sustainable and f lexible office space, such as the newly 
refurbished Coal House, which will provide an inspiring 
working environment with the credentials and f lexibility to 
accommodate occupiers seeking best-in-class f lexible office 
space in the city centre. 

Cardiff has the highest positive margin between new 
start-up firms and failures in the UK.  In fact, in 2021 Cardiff 
had 72.14% higher business openings than closures. To 
accommodate these Start-Ups, Tramshed provides a good 
opportunity. Tramshed Tech’s original HQ in Grangetown, 
consists of 25,000 sq ft of co-working and office space - 
located in a Grade II-listed building that was once the old tram 
depot. Recently, Tramshed and Hodge Bank have partnered to 
power a new tech and innovation hub in One Central Square in 
the heart of the city’s business district. 

   Universities also play an important role in business 
start-up support. They not only finance incubators to support 
start-ups but contribute to their survival and growth. A new 
building on Cardiff University’s £300m innovation campus 
sbarc|spark aims to encourage out-of-the-ordinary creative 
thinking and the exploration of new possibilities. The centre 

will bring together 13 social science research groups 
collectively known as SPARK – the world’s first Social Science 
Research Park – alongside Cardiff Innovations@sbarc – a hub 
for innovation, start-ups and spinouts. It features 
collaborative working spaces, a visualisation centre, 
auditorium and fabrication lab. This hub provides the seedbed 
in which Wales can nurture and grow tomorrow’s big idea. 

Boosting catchment
The city can work to further boost its economy by widening  
its travel to work area that is comparatively small. Cardiff has 
approximately 295,000 households within one-hour journey of 
public transport to the city centre. This is behind peer cities, 
with Bristol having 354,000 households within an hour of the 
centre, and Manchester and Birmingham at 770,000 and 
785,000 households respectively. 

This smaller travel to work area limits Cardiff ’s potential 
for growth. But by developing public transport infrastructure, 
Cardiff will be able to boost its effective workday population. 
The ambitious South Wales Metro will help achieve this. This 
multi-phase project includes electrification of 170km of track 
and two new stations. Work has already begun and is expected 
to complete in 2024. A new Cardiff Bus interchange is 
expected to open next year, and there are plans to introduce 
4,000 cycle parking spaces across the city to support more 
sustainable travel.

These infrastructure improvements will help Cardiff 
expand its effective population, supporting its growth. This 
greater connectivity will also benefit nearby towns such as 
Merthyr Tydfil and Aberdare, and will likely boost demand for 
homes in these areas. 
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Sustainability

In addition to meeting the needs of both the residential and 
commercial sectors in Cardiff in the coming years, the 
development industry will have to grapple with net zero 
targets. Delivering more renewable energy sources, 
particularly for new buildings, and improving the energy 
efficiency of existing stock will be critical.

Wales is leading the way among the home nations in setting 
out plans to meet net zero ambitions. The Wellbeing of Future 
Generations Wales Act 2015 requires that development and use 
of land contribute to improving the economic, social, 
environmental and cultural wellbeing of Wales. Future Wales, 
the national development framework, provides a spatial plan 
for policies that are a national priority, including the provision 
of affordable housing and the location of renewable energy 
generation technology. 

The Welsh Government’s Ministry of Climate Change 
combines the environment, energy, housing, planning and 
transport portfolios. The minister in charge – Julie James – 
has directed that all new housing in Wales will have to reduce 
carbon emissions by 37% under changes to the building 
regulations that will be implemented in 2022. This reduction 
is seen as a stepping stone towards further reductions in 2025, 
when new homes in Wales will need to produce at least 75% 
less CO2 emissions than ones built to current standards. 

The Plan also sets requirements and ambitions for low 
carbon and renewable energy infrastructure, aiming to reach 
70% energy generation from renewables by 2030. 
Consequently, the National Plan has designated Cardiff as a 
priority area for District Heat networks. Proposals for 
large-scale, mixed-use developments of 100 or more dwellings 
or 10,000sqm or more of commercial f loorspace will have to 
assess the potential for a heat network. However, there is also 
potential for heat networks below this threshold.

Encouragingly, a pipeline of renewable schemes is emerging 
across South Wales, with an installed capacity of almost 800 
MW. The majority of schemes are for solar energy, but the 
Welsh National Plan has designated priority areas for wind 
across The Valleys.

Sustainability 
over the 
long term
Wales is leading the way among the 
home nations in setting out its plans 
to meet net zero ambitions

Figure 4 The renewable energy planning pipeline

Source: Savills Research

Source: Savills Research

While the framework is in place to deliver more efficient 
development supported by renewable energy in the 
future, there is still considerable work to be done to 
retrofit Cardiff ’s existing stock. Over 97% of new build 
homes delivered in the last five years have an EPC rating 
of B, but only 5% of second hand home sales in the same 
period achieved this rating. Instead almost 50% of second 
hand stock is rated EPC D, with a further 16% rated E or 
below. Applying this ratio across all of Cardiff ’s housing 
stock suggests that around £838 million of investment 
will be needed to bring all properties up to a C or above. 

Challenges ahead 
Turning to offices, Savills Research has analysed the 

EPC ratings of the current stock across Cardiff, where 
the city has 67% of space below a B. With 27% of this 
space an E and F it does highlight the scale of the 
challenge to improve the energy efficiency within the 
City. However, on a more positive note, the percentage 
of stock which is EPC A stands at 16% (regional average 
is 2%), with developers continuing to respond to the 
demand for sustainable office space with 230,000 sq ft 
of space under construction, all of which is certified as 
BREEAM ‘Very Good’ or above.
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Figure 5 Cardiff Office Stock by EPC rating 
Big 6 comparison

Cardiff Big 6

Source: Savills Research

The National Plan has designated 
Cardiff as a priority area for District 
Heat networks   

■ A+/A   ■ B   ■ C/D   ■ E/F/G

Renewable Energy 
planning pipeline

Technology type

  ●   Biomass

  ●  Tidal and Hydro

  ●  Solar

  ●  Wind

   Heat Network Priority Area

   Pre-assessed area for  

Wind Energy

   Built up area

Llanelli

Swansea

Neath

Port Talbot

Bridgend

Barry

Cardiff

Caerphilly
Newport

Cwmbran

Pontypool

Ebbw Vale
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