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1. Introduction
The Core Cities UK Investment Summit, held in Leeds on 6 February 2026, brought together civic leaders, senior officials, public finance institutions, and private sector investors to explore how cities can unlock greater levels of investment to drive growth and productivity.
The day was structured around a strategic panel session followed by two workshop sessions. Participants were assigned to one of seven themed groups, each designed to bring together a balance of local government, national government, investors and delivery partners. The workshops were structured in two parts:
· Part 1: Understanding the challenge and barriers
· Part 2: Identifying solutions and priorities for further work
The workshops focused on six core themes:
· Investment Models
· City Centre Office Development
· High Density Urban Housing
· Innovation Districts
· Net Zero City Infrastructure
· Building Partnerships and Capacity
Across all sessions, there was strong consensus that UK cities have both the pipeline of opportunity and the ambition to deliver but face a common set of systemic barriers in translating this into investable, scalable programmes.
2. Cross-cutting themes
Across all workshops, a consistent set of themes emerged:
· Structural viability gap: Across housing, commercial and infrastructure, many schemes are not deliverable without intervention, based on the short-term cyclical funding models that are generally used for financing development.
· Risk allocation: Risk is often concentrated in local authorities, whose balance sheet capacity to absorb it is increasingly constrained, given resource pressures to deliver statutory services and the need to operate within prudential borrowing constraints.
· Need for scale and aggregation: Institutional capital often requires larger, more standardised investment propositions.  Moving from project level to portfolio and partnership level is desirable, but needs to be done in a way that preserves the need from financial institutions for assurance on quality of projects.
· Capacity constraints: Local capability to develop investment-ready projects remains a key bottleneck.  There is a need for a clearer articulation of what these skills and capabilities are, where they need to exist everywhere and where they can be aggregated and shared.
· Fragmentation: Funding, policy and delivery systems are fragmented and difficult to navigate.  Devolution is a clear opportunity to consolidate and streamline these approaches, but it also needs institutions who are willing to work across boundaries and with flexibility within their remits.
· Role of national public institutions: There is a gap in institutions able to take early-stage or structured risk at scale, with time horizons that allow them to operate with genuine patience in deploying their capital.
· Importance of partnerships: Strong, outcome-focused partnerships are critical to unlocking delivery.  These partnerships need to be aligned on values and with a mindset of generating the investible pipeline together as opposed to a transactional, principal-agent relationship.
3. Workshop Summaries
Over the course of the two-hour discussions, each of the workshops had deep discussions, spanning a wide range of topics.  A short summary of each therefore does not do justice to the richness of these discussions, however, below are a common summary of each workshop, with a focus on the key actions and follow-up that emerged.
3.1 Investment Models
Aims and Focus
This session explored how cities can develop revolving, place-based investment models capable of crowding in long-term private capital across multiple asset classes. The discussion focused on scale, governance, revenue generation, and the effective use of fiscal levers.
Summary of Discussion
Participants broadly agreed that existing funding approaches remain too fragmented, short-term and project-specific, limiting the ability to attract institutional capital at scale. There was strong interest in moving toward fund-based models, where capital is deployed at programme level and recycled over time.
A central challenge is aligning public policy objectives—such as inclusive growth or affordable housing—with private sector return requirements. Many current models rely on a combination of subsidy and finance, but lack clarity on how long-term, sustainable returns can be generated and reinvested.
The discussion highlighted:
· The importance of scale and aggregation, with individual projects often too small or complex to attract institutional investors
· The need for clear, reliable revenue streams to underpin investment models
· Challenges in governance, particularly balancing democratic accountability with commercial decision-making
· The under-utilisation and complexity of existing fiscal levers (e.g. business rates retention, Tax Increment Financing)
There was also a recognition that while examples of place-based funds exist, replication and scaling remain limited, often due to capacity constraints and lack of standardised approaches.
Key Actions / Follow-Up
1. Develop a proof-of-concept revolving investment model in one or more Core Cities to test scalability and replication.
2. Produce practitioner guidance to bridge understanding between local authorities and investors on structuring and operating such funds.
3. Explore with Government how existing and new fiscal levers can better support long-term, place-based investment models.
4. Establish a shared pipeline approach across cities to support aggregation and investor engagement.
3.2 City Centre Office Development
Aims and Focus
This session examined the market dynamics and viability challenges of delivering Grade A office space in city centres, and the role of public and private actors in bridging the viability gap.
Summary of Discussion
Participants were clear that city centre office development remains strategically important to national growth, supporting knowledge-intensive sectors, innovation ecosystems, and city centre vitality.
However, there was strong alignment that viability is the central constraint. Even in stronger markets, schemes are only marginally viable, while in other cities the gap between cost and value is substantial. This is driven by a combination of:
· High construction costs and constrained skills pipelines
· Investor requirements for pre-lets, strong covenants, and long-term income security
· Lower rents and higher perceived risk outside London
A key issue is that risk is currently concentrated within local authorities, whose balance sheets are increasingly constrained. Political and fiscal pressures limit their ability to take on further debt or long-term exposure.
Participants also highlighted a structural mismatch between:
· The SME-led growth model of many UK cities with a desire for flexible and short-term lease opportunities on office space.
· The risk profile required by institutional investors, which favours large, secure occupiers over many years.
One of the clear conclusions from the discussion was that there is currently no clear national institution with a mandate to take or share risk in commercial office development at scale.
Improved data sharing and coordination—particularly around occupier demand and growth pipelines—was identified as a potential way to reduce perceived risk and improve market confidence.
Key Actions / Follow-Up
1. Explore options for a national or regional risk-sharing mechanism to support office development (e.g. through Public Finance Institutions).
2. Improve data and market intelligence sharing between cities, investors and government to reduce information asymmetry.
3. Develop models to support SME occupation, including more flexible lease structures and covenant support mechanisms.
4. Build on existing examples of targeted public funding to address viability gaps and unlock delivery.


3.3 High Density Urban Housing
Aims and Focus
This session focused on the challenges of delivering high-density housing at scale in city centres, including issues of viability, tenure mix, infrastructure, and delivery models.
Summary of Discussion
There was strong consensus that high-density urban housing is essential to meeting national housing need but is significantly more complex and risky to deliver than lower-density development.
The primary constraint is again viability, driven by:
· High upfront costs (land assembly, remediation, infrastructure)
· Longer development timelines and increased construction complexity
· The need to balance commercial returns with delivery of affordable housing
Participants highlighted the difficulty of funding associated infrastructure and public goods, with developer contributions increasingly constrained and local authorities unable to fill the gap.
Market dynamics are also distorting delivery, with purpose-built student accommodation (PBSA) often crowding out other tenures due to stronger returns.  There was a strong emphasis on:
· The limited capacity of local authorities to develop and manage complex schemes
· Skills shortages and market concentration in the construction sector
· Political and public resistance to higher-density development
· In the solutions discussion, there was a clear shift toward blended finance models, long-term funding certainty, and more strategic approaches to land and infrastructure.
Key Actions / Follow-Up
Advance work on blended finance and guarantee mechanisms to de-risk high-density housing delivery.
1. Explore reforms to enable land value capture and better funding of infrastructure.
2. Strengthen partnerships with Homes England and others to provide a “single front door” for delivery support.
3. Develop approaches to ensure a balanced tenure mix, including tools to manage PBSA dominance.
3.4 Innovation Districts
Aims and Focus
This session explored how cities can align innovation, business growth and real estate investment to support industrial strategy priorities and scale innovation districts.
Summary of Discussion
Participants highlighted the strength of Core Cities as centres of research and innovation, but noted that investment systems are not yet aligned to fully support their growth.
A key issue is the disconnect between business growth and property investment, with insufficient provision of affordable, flexible space for startups and scaling firms.
There was also concern about:
· Fragmentation and inconsistency in zonal policy frameworks
· Limited use of fiscal levers compared to international competitors
· Weak data sharing and visibility of innovation pipelines
Universities and anchor institutions play a critical role, but face capacity and financial pressures, while the rapid evolution of AI presents both opportunities and risks.
There was a strong call for a more place-based, coordinated national approach, recognising the distinct specialisms of different cities.
Key Actions / Follow-Up
1. Develop a clearer national and city-level pipeline of innovation districts and associated investment opportunities.
2. Improve data sharing and mapping of innovation ecosystems to support investment decisions.
3. Explore consolidation and simplification of zonal policies and incentives.
4. Increase provision of flexible, affordable space for startups and scaling firms.




3.5 Net Zero City Infrastructure
Aims and Focus
This session focused on how to mobilise investment at scale to deliver Net Zero infrastructure across cities, including energy, transport, and building retrofit.
Summary of Discussion
Participants agreed that while ambition is high, the challenge lies in moving from aspirational project lists to investable pipelines.
Key barriers include:
· Lack of aggregation and scale, with projects too fragmented to attract institutional capital
· Absence of clear, bankable revenue models
· Misalignment between different types of finance (grant, debt, equity)
· Significant capacity constraints in developing investment-ready propositions
· There is also a fundamental challenge in financing multi-asset, place-based programmes, which make sense for cities but are harder to structure for investors.
· The discussion highlighted the need for:
· Standardised approaches to project bundling and delivery models
· Greater clarity on risk-sharing arrangements
· Long-term partnerships and development finance
There was strong interest in revolving development funds and pooled technical assistance to support pipeline development.
Key Actions / Follow-Up
1. Develop and pilot aggregated, standardised investment models for Net Zero infrastructure.
2. Establish a revolving development fund to support early-stage project development.
3. Strengthen local capability and technical assistance, including pooled resources.
4. Work with Government to improve alignment of funding streams and policy frameworks.



3.6 Building Partnerships and Capacity
Aims and Focus
This session explored how to strengthen public–private partnerships and local capacity to deliver investment at scale.
Summary of Discussion
The discussion emphasised that the core challenge is not ambition, but the ability to move from ideas to investment-ready propositions.
Participants identified four consistent gaps across cities:
· Capital – availability, cost and duration of funding
· Capacity – skills, resources and delivery capability
· Confidence – risk perception and counterparty clarity
· Consistency – governance, process and decision-making pace
A key theme was the misalignment of timescales, with cities requiring long-term, patient capital, while much investment operates on shorter horizons.
There was strong support for:
· Earlier and deeper private sector involvement
· Greater use of joint ventures and partnership models
· A focus on outcomes rather than process
Successful delivery was seen to depend on clear political leadership, shared priorities, and strong relationships, alongside the ability to demonstrate early progress.
Key Actions / Follow-Up
1. Promote earlier co-design of projects with partners to reduce risk and improve delivery.
2. Develop and share transferable partnership models and best practice across Core Cities.
3. Focus capacity on priority interventions and pipelines, rather than dispersed activity.
4. Balance short-term wins with long-term delivery frameworks to build market confidence.




4. Emerging Priorities and Next Steps
The discussions pointed to a clear set of priorities for further work:
· Develop scalable, place-based investment models, including revolving funds and blended finance approaches
· Strengthen the pipeline of investable projects, supported by improved data, coordination and technical capability
· Clarify the role of national institutions in taking risk and supporting delivery
· Enhance local capacity and partnerships, including through shared resources and best practice
· Improve alignment across policy and funding frameworks, reducing fragmentation and enabling long-term delivery

As Core Cities, we are keen to continue working with national and regional Government, public investment institutions and private sector partners, to take forward a more coordinated, programmatic approach to urban investment, building on the shared ambition and momentum demonstrated at the Summit.

