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The risky business of real estate developers: network building and risk mitigation in London 

and Johannesburg. 

 

Abstract 

 

Recent work on financialization in urban political economy and economic geography 

has highlighted real estate developers as a point of analysis for understanding urban 

governance and ongoing urban restructuring. This paper contributes to this literature by 

showing how an analytical entry point focused on risks mitigation can help better un-

derstand the position of developers in urban governance. In doing so, we call for more 

geographically sensitive understanding of real estate risk and its influence on develop-

ers’ strategies in specific places. Building on two examples from Johannesburg and 

London, this paper highlights the different roles developers assume as knowledge coa-

lition builders, political actors and community builders, to counter threats to the imple-

mentation of their projects. 
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1. Introduction 

 

“If money was no object, any builder would come and build low cost housing but obviously 

developers are in it for the money - they want money” (JBG_engineer, 2017) 

 

In the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, an increasing body of work in critical urban research has 

explored the ways through which urban development has become financialized (Aalbers, 2018, Aal-

bers, 2015, Guironnet and Halbert, 2014, Haila, 2016, Halbert and Attuyer, 2016, Peck and Whiteside, 

2016, Pike and Pollard, 2010, Rutland, 2010, Weber, 2010). Authors have argued that the increased 

involvement of global finance in urban developments has been made possible by the development of 

legal and institutional frameworks that stimulate private sector investments in, and management of, 

the built environment (Fields, 2018, Weber, 2015, Gotham, 2006, 2009). This has contributed to in-

creasing local governments’ reliance on private-led developments to fund core activities (Beswick and 

Penny, 2018, Robin, 2018, Penny, 2017, Weber, 2002, 2010), for instance through land value capture 

(Smith, 2002), resulting in growing spatial inequalities and homogenized urban forms (Guironnet and 

Halbert, 2014). Scholarship has highlighted the key role of intermediaries including brokers, consult-

ants and property developers in anchoring financial capital in particular places (Theurillat et al., 2016) 

through the transformation of the urban built form and cities’ institutional fabric (Brill, 2018; Fernan-

dez et al., 2016, Searle, 2014, Halbert and Rouanet, 2014, David, 2012). Within this literature, real 

estate developers have been the focus of an increasingly large body of work that shows their role in 

attracting investments to particular places and their active involvement in urban decision-making (cf. 

Brill, 2018, Robin, 2018, Geva and Rosen, 2018, Ward and Swyngedouw, 2018, Guironnet et al., 

2016, Halbert and Rouanet, 2014, Theurillat and Crevoisier, 2013, Shatkin, 2008, Fainstein, 2001). 

Within developers’ actions to channel mobile capital flows into particular locations, the management 

and mitigation of a series of investment risks has been shown to influence what gets built and where 

(Halbert and Rouanet, 2014) as investment choices are themselves shaped by investors’ perceptions 

of a series of risks attached to particular locations (Fields and Uffers, 2016, David, 2012). In other 

words, as shown by Halbert and Rouanet (2014) the financialisation of urban development requires 

the constitution and maintenance of trans-scalar territorial networks to support the process of ‘filtering 

risk away’ and fixing investments in particular place. 

 

This paper hopes to further build on and advance these discussions, exploring how developers navigate 

the risks associated with ‘landing’ in particular places, to bring forth a more nuanced understanding 

of the process through which these actors shape contemporary urban governance and urban develop-

ment trajectories. In doing so, we explore the territorial implications of developers’ risk mitigation 

strategies, asking: how can a focus on developers’ risk management strategies help elucidate a deeper 

understanding of the geographical implications of financialization? To address these issues, the next 

section reviews existing work on developers’ activities and argues that these can be better understood 

through the lens of ‘risk' and the imperative of risk mitigation. Drawing on this argument and through 

a social constructivist understanding of risk we introduce a framework for analyzing developers that 

is attendant to risk beyond pure ‘financial’ or investments risks (although we address those), which 

integrates the importance of localized regulatory and political risks (Searle, 2014, Halbert and 

Rouanet, 2014). We then illustrate the value of this approach in the study of two large scale urban 

development projects in Johannesburg and London, highlighting the specific roles developers assume 

in those cases to mitigate various risks attached to their projects. The last section concludes and dis-

cusses further research avenues.  

 

2. Understanding the work of real estate developers and the role of risk 

 

Real estate development encompasses a wide range of decisions spread across time and space (cf. Ball, 

2006, Graaskamp, 1981), each requiring real estate actors – and developers in particular - to engage 



 

 

with global stakeholders and local actors, to differing degrees. This relational work is well understood 

in the context of developers’ political work (Brill, 2018, Hyde, 2018, Weber, 2015, Weinstein, 2014, 

Shatkin, 2008, Fainstein, 2001) and their ability to shape the legal and broader institutional settings in 

which they must work (Leffers, 2017). This is especially true in the early stages of the development 

process when developers seek to secure planning permission, often directly negotiating with public 

authorities, at the sub city, city or national level (Weber, 2010; Guironnet et al., 2016, Teresa, 2017). 

This capacity to navigate complex institutional settings reinforces their position in city building 

(Leffers, 2017, Mosselson 2017, Coiacetto, 2001, Fainstein, 2001), sometimes to the point of chal-

lenging the capacity of local government themselves in determining the shape, trajectory and location 

of urban developments (Robin, 2018, Theurillat et al., 2016, Guironnet et al., 2016). 

 

The importance of this relational work  directs our attention to the kinds of relationships developers 

have to forge to navigate risks and uncertainties throughout their projects’ lifecycle (Chen and 

Khumpaisal, 2009), for example navigating the tensions of market rationalities (Rivero et al., 2017). 

In particular, we see how in addition to relationship building with communities and the public sector 

(Geva and Rosen, 2018, Weiss, 1987), the pre-planning permission stage of  a project is also shaped 

by developers’ interactions with investors. This role has been illuminated and analyzed extensively by 

recent urban political economy research on financialization. This body of work has revealed how, in 

some cases, the interactions between developers and investors shape what is built and where (Coiacetto 

and Bryant, 2014) as developers work to make land “fit for investment” (Sanfelici and Halbert, 2016, 

Searle, 2014, Halbert and Rouanet, 2014). Moreover, as this process is increasingly understood, the 

importance of interactions with other actors has been revealed to show how real estate is influenced 

by the work of experts, market analysts and brokers working for investors (Crosby and Henneberry, 

2016, Akers, 2015, Searle, 2014, David, 2012, Fainstein, 2001). These actors shape developers’ be-

havior by translating investors’ requirements into elements of the project. For instance, highlighting 

expected rates of returns on investments which then heavily influences both investment location and 

the content of real estate projects (Crosby and Henneberry, 2016, Halbert and Rouanet, 2014, David 

and Halbert, 2014). 

 

In a context characterized by the increasing internationalization and financial integration of the real 

estate industry, global investors bring with them alternative conceptualisations of risk, or what David 

(2012) and Corpataux et al (2009) note are ‘new perceptions’ of risk (for a discussion of the political 

economy of different perceptions of risk see Gotham, 2016). As such, of particular importance in 

financialised settings and locations where investors are from abroad, is the developer’s role in helping 

shape and mitigate potential risks (cf. Geva and Rosen, 2018, Rosen 2017, David, 2012,). Responding 

to this, recent literature has shown how developers shape the way investors experience the risk of 

investing in particular cities or projects. Seminal in this work is David’s (2012) study of Mexico City. 

Through her institutionalist analysis she demonstrates the territorialised nature of financial flows in 

real estate. Specifically, by analyzing how a relatively ‘new’ market for international investors shifted 

over time from being ‘took risky’ to manageable, David (2012) highlights how developers shape in-

vestors’ perceptions of the risks attached to investing in particular locations. In doing so she encour-

ages analysis to look at non-financial actors (for example, developers) who work to transform markets. 

David’s (2012) analysis directly speaks to Halbert and Rouanet’s (2014) work on Bangalore. They 

show, in their words, how local and regional real estate actors, including developers, ‘filter away’ the 

risks of real estate in Bangalore. These actors make land legible to international investors and through 

this mediate expectations (see also Guironnet et al., 2016 for a discussion of these issues in the Paris 

region). The authors show how land assembly practices and the standardisation of data for interna-

tional investors contribute to this process of filtering risk away. These two case studies are vital in 

understanding development risk, as their authors demonstrate how developers internalize investors’ 

definitions of risks into their strategies on the ground and at different scales of governance (from the 

local to the global).  



 

 

 

In our work, we draw on both David (2012) and Halbert and Rouanet (2014) to elucidate how real 

estate professionals manage ‘risk’. However, we depart from their approaches by moving beyond a 

focus on financial risks related to expected returns for investors  to integrate other dimensions of risks, 

as perceived and experienced by developers themselves. As Halbert and Rouanet explain their work 

is concerned with how "from an investor perspective, the real estate industry absorbs a series of risks 

associated with the local–regional institutional workings that characterize land and business property 

development markets” (2104: 479). In this paper we respond to this, continuing an analysis of the 

series of risk but from a developer’s perspective that highlights  the localized production of risk. We 

therefore look at how market and development risks emerge in particular places, which in turn shape 

how risks manifest and influence developers’ strategies. In this endeavour we draw on David’s social 

constructivist understanding of risk which demonstrates “the need to develop approaches that consider 

that economic practices embody economic, social, political and cultural logics at the same time” (2012: 

35), practices which in turn are embedded in particular places.  This calls for a better conceptualization 

of the work risk does and how it shapes developers actions in different locations. In particular, it re-

quires us to explore how risk is understood and perceived by developers themselves as these land in 

particular places, and how their territorialized relational strategies are guided by such perceptions. 

 

Risk is both a relatively predictable dimension of a real estate project, and a relatively subjective notion 

grounded in individual experiences and perceptions. In technical and economic studies, risk is por-

trayed as a predictable dimension of project management, commonly accepted as the variation from 

expected outcome, where expected outcome is based on past experiences’ average (Kallman, 2005). 

Following this, in practice, analysts typically apply this definition of risk to a project through ratios 

which compare projects to alternatives and measure the relative deviance between different scenari. 

This classical narrative dominates financial, project management and neoclassical economics studies 

of risk, which are widely used in the real estate industry and portfolio management. Building on this, 

as is revealed through recent political economy analysis, portfolio management, through risk diversi-

fication, has become a core component of value generation in financialised societies (Ascher, 2016, 

David, 2012, Corpotaux et al., 2009). In the context of real estate, existing research from project man-

agement studies highlights key dimensions of supposed objective risk including financial risks, phys-

ical risks and regulatory risks (Huffman, 2003). Additionally, Chan et al., (2005) also argue environ-

mental and social risks are likely to affect a project’s expected returns on investments.  

 

Political and regulatory challenges are further explored in Kimelberg’s (2011) assessment of the chal-

lenges developers face. Her work highlights the following potential risks: the importance of re-election 

for local politicians, the interest of local municipality staff, zoning regulations; and orchestrated com-

munity push-backs (ibid.). Experts work hand in hand with real estate developers to identify such risks, 

to anticipate their likelihood, to assess their impact on real estate markets behaviour and project via-

bility, and to develop mitigation strategies, for instance through the production of “risk matrices” and 

“financial viability assessments” (Robin, 2018, Henneberry and Crosby, 2016, French and Gabrielli, 

2006) The employment of such techniques in turn influences the location and geography of investment 

in real estate, as well as the type of projects that eventually gets built – e.g. mixed-use schemes evident 

globally (Guironnet and Halbert, 2014). However, real estate projects and the risks they entail are not 

purely (if at all) the product of rational decisions or events that can be modelled and predicted, because 

they are embedded in the messy socio-economic and cultural context of their location. As such, re-

search has shown that understandings of risks resting on quantification – and the meaning associated 

with probabilistic metrics – is mediated by interpretative work that is socially and spatially grounded 

(see Zaloom, 2003 for a discussion of “ambiguous numbers” and decision making on financial mar-

kets, David, 2012). Real estate developers therefore know that every project carries “uncertainties and 

risks that cannot be predicted”, especially in long-term large scale redevelopment projects (LDN_De-

veloper, 2016).  



 

 

 

Following on from this, risk itself, whilst a relatively objective calculation for some real estate profes-

sionals, must be acknowledged as something which is not experienced homogeneously (Brown and 

Young 2011). Investors and developers’ appreciation of risk is subject to individual bias where the 

identification, definition, evaluation, perception of and reaction to risks is context-specific. Such dif-

ferentiated experiences of risk emphasize environmental factors and in turn influence decision-making 

in uncertain situations (cf. Douglas and Wildavsky, 1982). Social constructivist analysis has shown 

risk to be embedded in specific socio-cultural contexts, highlighting that understandings of risks, and 

risks themselves, are socially constructed, negotiated, contested, reconfigured and mediated, notably 

through the work of experts (David, 2012), but not only (Blok, 2016). In that sense, “there is a contin-

ual definitional struggle over risk […] as a result, risk has become a highly politicized concept” 

(Lupton, 1999, 68). Mairal offers a particularly insightful way of engaging with risk in comparative 

and relational studies of real estate: recognising the relational nature of development, he sees risk as 

“a frame that creates contexts which bring together an ‘object of risk’ (a hazard or source of potential 

harm), an ‘object at risk’ (a target of potential harm) and an evaluation (implicit or explicit) of human 

consequences” (2008, p. 42). This leads us to argue that real estate developers, when they land in 

particular places, engage in relational work to identify objects of risks (attached to the local context) 

and to gain knowledge about the likelihood and impacts of those on their projects (the object at risk). 

Risks definition, anticipation and mitigation can be seen, in that sense, as relational and geographically 

embedded. 

 

We take this proposition forward in what follows, mobilizing risk as an analytical entry point to un-

derstand real estate developers’ behavior. This, we argue, enables a deeper understanding of the terri-

torialized nature of real estate development processes. The next sections exemplify the value of this 

approach through the study of private developers1 activities in two large-scale redevelopment projects 

in London and Johannesburg. Our comparison focuses on developers’ strategies in relation to three 

specific categories of risks (1) those related to the local market, (2) the political environment and (3) 

the strength of local communities. In direct response to these, our research finds developers enact 

different roles in local governance settings, that of (a) coordinators of knowledge in and about partic-

ular locations; (b) political actors; (c) and community builders. 

4. Introducing our cases: Modderfontein, Johannesburg and Kings Cross, London 

 

This paper generates insights on developers’ role in local governance by looking at how they identify 

and navigate different risks in two large scale redevelopments: Modderfontein in Johannesburg and 

King’s Cross Central London. We explore these issues within a specific timeframe: the pre-planning 

phase of both redevelopment projects. The findings presented in this paper result from ongoing col-

laboration between the two authors, and highlight the value of speaking across two cities, especially 

two sites which at first sight might seem to have little in common. However, Modderfontein and King’s 

Cross Central are both historically significant areas: the King’s Cross Railway Lands were a core site 

of industrial London and Modderfontein is home to an explosives factory which enabled Johannes-

burg’s mining industry. Arguably, given the strategic importance of London as a base for Britain’s 

global trade and Johannesburg as a mining city, without these sites neither city would have the global 

position they occupy today. Their shared strategic significance is something local authorities were 

keen to take advantage of and, as such, both mega-projects received extensive attention from govern-

ments (local and national), investors and the media. 

 

                                                 
1
 We contend that the developers leading such projects are not representative of all developers - given the large variety in 

types of developers shaping urban transformations – but they nonetheless represent a relevant entry point to understand 

how international financial capital gets channeled into the built environment and shapes contemporary urban trajectories. 



 

 

Modderfontein is the largest plot of land left in the great Johannesburg region and was purchased in 

2012 from a local developer, Heartland, by Zendai, a Shanghai developer who wanted to build a new 

piece of city. Zendai’s involvement in South African real estate was motivated by a desire to divest 

from the Chinese market and seize the opportunities offered elsewhere: it was an entirely new type 

and location of venture for them. Unlike many developers in the Global South, Zendai were not tied 

to political actors or the state itself (Shatkin, 2014), oligarchs (Winarso and Firman, 2002) or from 

financially important families in the city (Garrido, 2013), and this lack of connections is vital in un-

derstanding how the process unfolded in terms of their capacity to leverage material and political 

connections to cultivate land for development.  Zendai’s proposal was announced by provincial gov-

ernment, Gauteng Province, and at the same time local media outlets spread the news of a 87billion 

ZAR investment fund. In the face of this political buzz, Zendai wanted to capitalize on the opportunity 

to engage with an international team so in 2015 a ‘global’ team, primarily from London, were hired to 

produce a masterplan. Findings from this case are based on 48 interviews with people who worked for 

Zendai between 2012 and 2016 in their planning department, environmental team and finance depart-

ment, as well as the development lead; their consultant team in London and Johannesburg; employees 

of the City of Johannesburg’s (CoJ) planning department; and Gauteng officials. These interviews 

focused on the Zendai’s strategies: their objectives, how these evolved over the course of their project, 

their everyday actions, who and how they interacted with different people in the planning application 

process and what information they used to inform their perspectives. These interviews were read 

alongside Johannesburg’s Spatial Development Framework; internal commercial reporting; interim 

masterplan feedback between CoJ and Zendai, and the eventual masterplan.  

 

King’s Cross Central is one of the largest redevelopments in Central London. Since the 1980s, the site 

was on the radar of national and local government, regarded as a prime opportunity for new office 

space in the crowded British capital, and for increasing housing provision (Parkes, 2000; London Bor-

ough of Camden, 2004). After attempted development in the 1990s, pre-crash of the property market, 

the early 2000s were marked by the appointment of Argent as a developer for the site. The master-

plan for the site was approved in 2006 and construction work started in 2007. The scheme has been 

the subject of numerous academic inquiries, exposing its conflictual nature (Papin and Newman, 

2010), and notably investigating how, because of its inherently commercial nature, it failed in inte-

grating the needs of local communities (Edwards, 1992, 2009; Parkes, 2000; Holgersen and Haarstad, 

2009; Campkin, 2013). The study focuses on the 2000–2006 period during which the planning appli-

cation for the main area of the King’s Cross site was developed, revised and approved. The findings 

proceed from interviews (n=18) with key informants involved in the planning process (developers, 

architects, consultants, politicians, community groups and local authorities at the Borough and Met-

ropolitan level) and from the analysis of all planning documents and supporting evidence produced 

between 2000 and 2006 by the developer and the consultants it hired; minutes from 26 meetings from 

the King’s Cross Development Forum (umbrella organization for local community groups) between 

2002 and 2006 which capture some of the key controversies that emerged in the masterplanning pro-

cess, including communities’ concerns vis-à-vis the developer strategy; and of news articles and con-

sultation documents (e.g. community responses to the different versions of the masterplan submitted 

by the developer). The interviews focused on exploring the importance of the knowledge production 

process in mitigating development risks, the developer (and its team) relationship vis-à-vis public, 

private and community stakeholders and how different actors perceived re-development risks. The 

document and minutes review explored how redevelopment risks were framed, known and acted upon, 

and which challenges emerged for the developer in the formulation of risk-mitigation strategies. 



 

 

5. Risk mitigation in action: tracing developers’ networks in Johannesburg and London 

Developers as knowledge-coalition builders 

 

When beginning a project developers need to source knowledge from an extensive web of consultants 

to investigate the sites’ specificities and economic opportunities, as well as the legal and political 

context. Building on existing research highlighting the power of consultancies in urban decision-mak-

ing (Fainstein, 2001), our research highlights how generating knowledge by hiring experts allows de-

velopers to anticipate and navigate the planning process and regulatory requirements for planning 

permission, to come up with a strategy and produce a coherent master-plan. By positioning our anal-

ysis from the developers’ perspective we advance understandings of the role of consultants in inform-

ing urban development to suggest that for developers, much of a consultants’ value is their ability to 

help navigate risks and unlock land for development. 

 

In Modderfontein, Zendai hired consultants to advise on every dimension of the project, especially 

during the masterplanning process. When Zendai kicked-off their scheme in 2014 they put the mas-

terplanning exercise to tender, eventually settling on Atkins Global, a team with international exper-

tise. This was important because it set the context of the development: Zendai wanted to build a new 

node in the global economy. To do this they needed to create a sense of stability, especially in the face 

of economic and political uncertainty in South Africa at the time. Further to this, it was anticipated 

that Atkins would have strong relationships with both the necessary additional consultants in terms of 

developing a comprehensive planning strategy, and within political institutions. Atkins fulfilled the 

first role, immediately hiring Collier's International's Destination Team to specifically address the 

commercial viability. For Colliers the macroeconomy was “the starting point of any analysis” 

(JBG_Consultant2, 2017), as the consultant went on to elaborate, developers “need to understand the 

economy - start national - key drivers, how it performs” and then use this broad based knowledge to 

carry thorough analysis to “exploit the latent and existent strengths” of the economy (JBG_Consult-

ant2, 2017). To do this they used data from the 2011 census, a UCT 2004 research report on labour 

market trends, quarterly labour force survey from South Africa and CIC Construction data from South 

Africa. Analysis of the macroeconomy was supplemented by information on the local land market 

during early viability assessment and in total Colliers produced three reports: ‘Market Assessment to 

Inform Development Brief’ (March, 2015), ‘Options for Modderfontein: Commercial Appraisal’ 

(May, 2015) and ‘Commercial Development Framework’ (August, 2015). Their analysis operational-

ised a combination of “extensive quantitative data on Johannesburg real estate” with a ‘gut feeling’ 

based on experience and knowing how potential end-users respond (JBG_Consultant3, 2017). This 

analysis was a vital part of Zendai’s strategy because it helped them identify potential economic pit-

falls or risks. 

 

Despite this, many of Colliers’ suggestions were relatively misplaced, for example they proposed a 

‘wave lagoon’ - an artificial surfing centre - as a potential commercial use, but this was seen by locals 

as wildly misplaced (JBG_Consultant1, 2017) and in doing so Colliers heightened rather than reduced 

risk. This was partly a reflection of the teams’ geography: both Colliers and Atkins were physically 

based in London and had global experience, which they hoped to leverage in a South African context. 

Arguably to counter this lack of specific city knowledge within their team, Atkins also brought on-

board an Arup team who straddled their London and Johannesburg offices (Brill, 2018). These three 

teams all worked alongside one another, advising on different components - but the different discipli-

nary backgrounds inevitably created some tensions, as one consultant highlighted: “You can desire 

whatever you want from a planning point of view, but ultimately, sooner of later, it comes down to Mr 

and Mrs Bloggs deciding whether they’re going to purchase an apartment” (JBG_Consultant1, 2017). 

These tensions translate to risks for developers and despite their army of consultants, Zendai’s mas-

terplan was stalled by CoJ, described as “lacking sufficient detail or knowledge” (JBG_Official, 2017). 



 

 

Consequently despite having on paper a hugely experienced set of experts, Zendai were unable to 

translate this into something developable and unlock the land for their project.  

 

The development process, from the developer’s perspective, is about managing the various forms of 

knowledge and facilitating a forum for exchange to inform various aspects of the project: from en-

gagement with local political actors to the development of the masterplan. Therefore, the ‘knowledge 

coalitions’ they mobilise have to be inherently multidisciplinary, spanning financial understanding to 

predict demand and the commercial viability of the scheme (which in turn feed back into design and 

architectural choices); awareness of local political structures and expectations (to design a scheme that 

can get political buy in); planning and technical knowledge of the site itself. In strong contrast to 

Modderfontein, most of the experts hired by Argent to produce the King’s Cross Central masterplan 

were local firms with strong national reputations and deep knowledge of the local political and regu-

latory context (LDN_Developer, 2016). 

 

The main master planning team was composed of three firms, Allies and Morrisons, Porphyrios As-

sociates and Townsend Landscape Architects, which all previously collaborated in Argent’s award 

winning Brindleyplace scheme in Birmingham (ULI, 2014). From the developer’s perspective, work-

ing with the masterplanning team that established its reputation was important, and buying in a wide 

range of experts in the pre-planning phase of the project was instrumental to get planning permission 

from the council. Argent surrounded itself with an army of specialists, whose expertise ranged from 

community engagement to planning and architecture, public realm, air quality, environment, infra-

structure, and heritage (Robin, 2018 provides an extensive discussion of the key features of this con-

sultants’ ecosystem). The hiring of experts also allowed the developers to tap into the firms’ networks: 

a senior executive at the local council (in charge of granting planning permission) was involved in the 

project and moved to take a leadership position in one of the masterplan’s three consultancies a few 

years after the Argent scheme was granted the green light by the council. Such ‘close proximity’ be-

tween the public sector and the real estate industry in London (including real estate developers, plan-

ning consultancies, real estate communication agencies) has been exposed elsewhere (Booth and 

Crossley, 2018). From the developers’ perspective, hiring experts is about getting the best knowledge 

of and connections with the local context to navigate the planning process and to design a scheme that 

is commercially viable. Navigating those risks is a key element of long term profit maximization for 

developers. In the short term, spending money on (expensive, global) consultants reduces profit mar-

gins yet the perceived risks of non-compliance with planning regulations as well as risks of misreading 

the local context outweighs this concern.  

 

The contrasting examples of Modderfontein and Kings Cross illustrate the way different forms of 

expertise dictate project success, to some extent. In both cases the developers hired extensive networks 

of consultants since producing more knowledge was expected to reduce risk arising due to regulatory 

mis-compliance and to the misreading of the local context. However, the contrasting types and geog-

raphies of consultants hired shows that developers must ensure consultants have the most locally rel-

evant and context sensitive expertise. Consequently it’s evident that the team’s composition , in terms 

of their geography and wider connections, is vital because the developer is constantly navigating the 

cost of hiring consultants and their added value to the project. At the same time the very existence of 

a network of actors upon which their plan becomes reliant on for information or connections suggests 

a devolution of control beyond even the investor relationships highlighted in existing literature and 

therefore ultimately challenges the idea that they are dominant in all decision-making. Whilst some 

literature has highlighted that such power shifts have resulted in developers becoming financialised in 

that they incorporate investor logics into their wider approaches through brokers and consultants be-

cause the rely on this information for their revenue (Theurillat and Crevoisier 2013; Halbert and 

Rouanet 2014; Weber 2015; Guironnet et all., 2016), here we develop on this to highlight the very real 

work of developers at the centre of this process, at least in our cases. 



 

 

Developers as political actors  

 

As with private sector coalitions, developers must also mitigate risk through coalitions in the political 

arena (Weinstein, 2014). This requires building strategic alliances with political actors and participat-

ing in re-shaping existing institutions to create a supportive environment (Leffers, 2017). The two 

cases show the importance of bringing on-board local political actors to ensure the risk of project 

failure through planning denial is curtailed. 

 

Political risk is partly defined by the developers’ capacity to navigate the local political context. In 

Modderfontein this required Zendai to act within CoJ’s planning legislation, as well as directly feed 

into their - at the time being re-drafted - Spatial Development Framework. However, as one consultant 

described: “They [the City] will never tell you this is what they want. It’s more principles, or objectives 

that need to be achieved’” (JBG_Consultant_5, 2017), there is a vagueness which requires the devel-

opers to actively collaborate with the City to understand how policy is applied. Therefore Zendai were 

required to engage with CoJ extensively, and this they did through individual issue orientated meet-

ings, 4 large stakeholder workshops during winter 2015 and interim report commenting. However, this 

form of governance through informality requires some of the developer’s ecology of consultants to 

have a strong relationship with the City, this was not the case for Zendai. Their choice of international 

consultants combined with their own leadership’s lack of local experience meant they did not have the 

necessary relationships. However, in-house they did have a junior employee who worked to try and 

mitigate emerging political risks, as he explained “On my side I worked extensively with the council, 

I handled from our side most of the communication with the council, or some of it at least. Because I 

know the ladies quite well [..] I had a better networks than other guys” (JBG_Developer_3, June 2017).  

 

That said, his work was insufficient to counter for the actions of others in the Zendai group. The 

Atkins-led team sought to gain political capital by targeting the provincial level government - Gauteng 

- a huge political miscalculation which irritated CoJ (Brill, 2018). By seeking to understand Zendai 

through the lens of risk though, it becomes possible to see this error as even further misplaced: rooted 

not in political risk but potentially financial risk. Gauteng’s Premier announced the Zendai deal to 

media whilst on a trip in China, independent of any consultation with their staff - “the first we heard 

was when the phone started ringing” (JBG_GOfficial_2, 2017). Whilst this upset CoJ, it also generated 

hype and buzz about the site, crafting expectations and arguably potentially cultivating a political 

space for Chinese capital to land in Johannesburg with more certainty. That said the political reality is 

that CoJ is the planning authority, and their policy priorities are addressing the spatial legacy of apart-

heid through densification and the use of brownfield sites, something which strongly contrasts with 

the greenfield peripheral development of Modderfontein (Ballard et al., 2017; Brill and Reboredo, 

2018). But more than this, the previous owner had isolated CoJ by using, in CoJ’s words, “my least 

favourite town planners” (JBG_Official, 2017). This was accentuated further by the political back-

drop: “in the background there’s city managers who had their own views on what should or shouldn't 

happen” who were heavily influencing CoJ’s approach and therefore needed to be understood 

(JBG_Consultant4, 2017). Ultimately continual mismanagement of the political risks undermined the 

project. 

 

The King’s Cross story shows the strategy employed by Argent was more successful. First, it has to 

be noted that the UK planning system is characterized by its strong emphasis on private sector in-

volvement in regeneration schemes (e.g Edwards, 2009; Colomb, 2007). Consequently, an informal 

yet long-lasting culture of collaboration has become the norm, where negotiation often takes place at 

the local level (borough level in London). Whilst, to some extent this is also the case in Johannesburg, 

where an expected part of planning permission negotiation happens between the local officials and the 

developer in a quasi-formal setting, the different developer approaches show the striking importance 

of interpersonal relationships in risk mitigation. In the case of King’s Cross, two London Boroughs, 



 

 

Camden and Islington, were responsible for granting planning permission although the developer 

needed to show compliance with a range of national and local regulations (National Planning Guid-

ance, London Plan, Borough-level planning guidance). Responding to planning requirements, the two 

Boroughs developed their own guidance for the scheme: King’s Cross Opportunity Area Planning and 

Development Brief (2004; referred to as the Joint Planning Brief in what follows) which allowed them 

to set targets for the developer's final plan (e.g. level of social housing, local jobs creation, provision 

of healthcare and community facilities, provision of green and public spaces and roads). However, 

Camden was responsible for granting permission to a much larger part of the Site (the Main Site) and 

Islington was responsible for granting permission for a smaller section of the whole redevelopment 

area (the Triangle Site). In addition, Camden, through the establishment of a ‘King’s Cross Team’ to 

lead negotiations with the developer in 2001 (Bishop and Williams, 2016), quickly positioned itself as 

the dominating political and administrative authority for the scheme (LDN_Policy Officer, 2016). 

Given the geographical and administrative importance of Camden for the redevelopment, Argent de-

veloped strong working relationship with the King’s Cross Team. In addition, a member of the King’s 

Cross Team interviewed for this study highlighted that the creation of the Team was motivated by the 

willingness of Camden officers to manage the engagement process with the developer. What this 

meant for Argent in practice was that they were provided with direct access to a dedicated team of 

lawyers, planners and economists within Camden to “negotiate the outcomes of the scheme” 

(LDN_Policy Officer, 2016).  This was deemed “very helpful in early phases of the project” by Argent, 

as it allowed them to “clarify expectations” (LDN_Developer_2016). For instance, the developer was 

heavily involved in the discussions concerning the joint Planning Brief, notably through the King’s 

Cross Team (Robin, 2018). Argent was granted outline planning permission for the Main Site by Cam-

den in 2006 (after revision of their initial proposal submitted in 2004). However, this permission was 

put on hold when Islington refused to grant Argent planning permission for the Triangle Site, a deci-

sion which was eventually overturned by the UK Secretary of State in 2008 following Argent’s appeal 

to the decision, supporting Camden’s initial permission and giving the scheme the green light to go 

ahead. This case highlights that correctly reading the political landscape and balance of power between 

different jurisdictions early in the redevelopment process is necessary for developers, but also shows 

that developers cannot fully foresee and mitigate political opposition. Arguably however, forming 

strategic alliances with local officers early on allowed them to tailor their project in a way that would 

satisfy some key political actors. Equally, this engagement was facilitated by the Camden council 

itself, for the set up of a team dedicated to the redevelopment facilitated Argent’s ongoing engagement 

with officers and officials, who “had someone to speak to at every step of the project” (LDN_Policy 

Officer, 2016). 

 

These two cases reveal that early stages of development require developers to engage in political co-

alition formation to try and minimise risks associated with planning delays. Even in the case of King’s 

Cross, where the Argent actively engaged with what could appear as the leading politico-administra-

tive force in the process (Camden), further delays were caused by Islington initial refusal to grant 

permission for the Triangle site. In Modderfontein, the developers, through their consultants, focused 

their efforts on engaging with the wrong level of government leading to severe delays in the processing 

of their planning application, and in turn to higher costs and increased uncertainties as to whether the 

project will be implemented.  

Developers as ‘community builders’  

 

Finally, in mitigating project risks, developers engage with local communities. Whilst to some extent 

this represents a broader part of political risk, we separate them here because the approach of the 

developers to each type of risk was markedly different. Our analysis revealed that through this work, 

developers act as ‘community builders’ to mitigate opposition and to emphasize the legitimacy of their 



 

 

scheme. The pitfalls of institutionalized public participation and uneven power balance between pub-

lic, private and community actors in planning decision-making have been widely explored (e.g Healey, 

1998, Raco et al., 2016). This section further highlights that public engagement is a key part of devel-

opers’ risk management strategies: community opposition, if not dealt with early on, can slow down 

(and even block) developments (Floricel and Miller, 2001, Kaperson and Kaperson, 2005, Miller and 

Lessard, 2008) contributing to increasing project costs (Liu et al., 2016) and ultimately undermining 

financial gains. 

 

In Modderfontein, there was little (local) community objection because the site is largely greenfield. 

That said, one of Atkins’ first actions was to host a two day public exhibition and invite commentary 

- this formed part of their wider stakeholder meetings which they described as “unusually frank and 

productive sessions” used to “build early buy-in and consensus” and to “ease potentially problematic 

conflicts” (Zendai, 2015: 10). As this language suggests, Zendai saw the community management as 

as a potential issue to be mitigated before it presented a real risk to their project. After these brief 

engagements, Atkins included a few of the public’s comments in their final masterplan, but paid rela-

tively attention to the detail - rather they noted that an essential part of their eventual planning appli-

cation would be that “they need to be clear in their report” about how they engaged with community 

(Atkins email, 2015). On the one hand this shows how the participatory approaches in this context 

were largely driven by planning legislation rather than actual opposition, and on the other that the 

developer still perceived them to be substantial risks requiring (relatively) expensive engagement pro-

cesses, albeit resulting in only 6 of the 357 pages of the masterplan addressing the community. 

 

In King’s Cross, institutional platforms were set up by the local authorities to facilitate community 

involvement in the planning process (as required by UK national planning frameworks). In 2002, the 

Borough of Camden set up the King’s Cross Development Forum to allow local communities to follow 

and comment on Argent’s planning application. The developer’s communication to this forum was 

mediated by the King’s Cross Team in the Borough of Camden (they provided funding, administrative 

and logistical support for the Forum). In addition to the Forum, the Boroughs of Camden and Islington 

both created online mechanisms to collect feedback from local organizations and individuals at various 

stages of the masterplanning process. Prior to these institutionalized fora, the developer ran its own 

consultation stream – over a period of two years - which then fed into their master plan. Argent hired 

a community consultation specialist consultancy to design and implement a large scale community 

engagement exercise. The three community engagement reports that stemmed from this process em-

phasized Argent’s active involvement in this consultation effort and the presence of senior Argent staff 

‘on the ground’ (Flux, 2004), in particular its figure head, Roger Madelin, interacting directly with 

local residents. His active involvement was also highlighted by several community organizations in-

terviewed for this study, some of them stressing that “Madelin was a very charming man, always 

showing up at meetings” but also adding that “the extent to which he listened to us in these meetings 

is another story” (LDN_Community Group1, 2016).  

 

This case highlights several important elements in relation to developers’ role as community builders. 

For a start, the developer’s active role in developing its own consultation mechanisms contributed to 

shape where and how community opposition could be expressed. Several community organizations - 

which then took the scheme to court in 2006 - deemed that despite these consultations efforts, Argent’s 

proposed scheme did not address their concerns, in particular in relation to the provision of affordable 

housing in a neighborhood characterized by high levels of depravation (LDN_Community Group1, 

LDN_Community Group2). When the case was taken to judicial review, Argent dismissed such criti-

cisms highlighting that they were “disappointed with this decision by a small, vocal group of people. 

Argent and its partners have spent seven years working and consulting on this scheme, talking to 

thousands of people about the vision and benefits King's Cross Central will bring to the area.” (Roger 



 

 

Madelin intervention in a local newspaper, 2007). Furthermore, Camden motivated its decision to 

grant outline planning permission to the project with reference to Argent’s commitment to community 

engagement” “as soon as they started the project they engaged with the community […] Madelin was 

everywhere, all the time […] they made a number of commitments to local communities and sticked 

to that” (LDN_Policy Officer 2016). Managing contestation risks through engagement with the local 

population was a key aspect of the developers’ strategy to gain planning permission and to minimize 

contestation voiced outside of this engagement exercise (LDN_Offical, 2016, LDN_Community 

Group, 2016). Argent’s ability to show its early engagement through large scale consultation efforts 

was instrumental in discarding further oppositions, when the case was taken to court, but also in vari-

ous media interventions addressing criticisms to the scheme. These efforts were also emphasised by 

Camden Council, to justify its decision to grant permission to the scheme. 

 

Existing literature on community engagement (or lack thereof) in planning, mainly engages with per-

spectives from the community and addresses the ability of local groups to influence urban decision 

making (Healey, 1998). Such studies rarely pay attention to the motives driving the private sectors’ 

involvement with local groups. Our cases show how developers need (legally and strategically) to 

engage with local communities in order to mitigate project risks. Consequently, real estate developers 

seek to minimize those risks by engaging with certain parts of the community and spending money 

(therefore reducing revenues in the short term) on platform creation and public relations, this maxim-

ises returns in the long run by avoiding risks associated with strong opposition (which they can easily 

discard on the grounds that large scale consultation has created a general consensus regarding the 

redevelopment process, as was the case in King’s Cross Central). In contrasting Modderfontein and 

King’s Cross it’s possible to see how the process is something relatively predictable, even in cases 

where the development has little community to engage with, the process of responding to community 

risk has become standardised. Yet, the actual work and practices of the developer has to be highly 

localised.  

6. Conclusion 

 

This paper used the cases of Modderfontein and King’s Cross to draw out three conclusions. Firstly, 

we advanced a wider theoretical conceptualization of risk which builds on existing understandings of 

risks (their definition and mitigation) as a key aspect of real estate-driven financialization processes, 

as put forward by David (2012) and Halbert and Rouanet (2014). Our analysis extends their social 

constructivist understanding by engaging with critical risk studies. We used the resultant understand-

ing of risk to reveal a typology of risks which developers navigate in order to obtain planning permis-

sion, as part of project delivery. Developing on the ‘range of risks’ identified by Halbert and Rouanet 

(2014) we argue there are three main sources of risk for developers: the lack of locally specific 

knowledge, misreading the political context, failing to engage with powerful community actors. Im-

portantly, as noted in the analysis section, these categories are not discrete or complete, they merely 

highlight the breadth of risks shaping real estate projects. With this typology we hope to contribute to 

a deeper theoretical understanding of what ‘what ‘risks’ are in terms of real estate development’ are, 

how they emerge in specific places and how they shape the different positions developers’ occupy 

within local governance networks. This we believe offers powerful lenses through which one can an-

alyze the geographical implications of financialization.  

 

Secondly and relatedly, we highlighted the diversity of roles developers assume throughout their pro-

jects to mitigate the different risks identified: knowledge coordinators, political actors and community 

builders. In practice these roles often overlap, as was evident in King’s Cross, but by creating such a 

typology of roles we are able to see how the identification and mitigation of risks require developers 



 

 

to cultivate their relational networks across different groups of actors, at different scales of interac-

tions. In doing so, we revealed that a risk-based approach to the study of developers integrates the 

strategic constraints faced by those actors into urban geography research, in a way that is attendant to 

the relational process by which real estate activities shape sites and localities. This therefore contrib-

utes to ongoing research on real estate developers, their strategies, and their influence over urban 

transformations. Specifically, given the acknowledged position of developers as mediators (see 

Theurillat et al. 2106) and that their impact on the city is mostly measured through what type and 

where development occurs, understanding their response to what they see as risks enables more effec-

tive planning and control, because it becomes possible to anticipate their strategies and engagement 

with different types of actors locally (Campbell et al., 2013; Kimelberg, 2011). 

 

Thirdly and relatedly, identifying risk creation and mitigation as inherent to the realization of value in 

real estate projects is key in understanding how developers mobilize various experts in the transfor-

mation of particular places as sites that are suitable for investments and profit generation (Searle, 

2014). Building on the idea that developers assume particular roles, through a closer interrogation of 

the type of experts these roles are dependent on we see how developers make sites that are ‘fit for 

investments’; how developer activities shape (or fail to shape) local political and regulatory land-

scapes; and finally, how those activities contribute to the marginalization or involvement of local com-

munities in the development process. Whilst this paper has looked into the ways in which risk mitiga-

tion is practiced by developers in the pre-planning phases of their (large scale) projects, additional 

research on the type of networks created in the construction and maintenance phase of the project will 

likely reveal new patterns of relations and advance the use of a risk-based framework for analysis. 
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The risky business of real estate developers: network building and risk mitigation in London 

and Johannesburg. 

 

Abstract 

 

Recent work on financialization in urban political economy and economic geography 

has highlighted real estate developers as a point of analysis for understanding urban 

governance and ongoing urban restructuring. This paper contributes to this literature by 

showing how an analytical entry point focused on risks mitigation can help better un-

derstand the position of developers in urban governance. In doing so, we call for more 

geographically sensitive understanding of real estate risk and its influence on develop-

ers’ strategies in specific places. Building on two examples from Johannesburg and 

London, this paper highlights the different roles developers assume as knowledge coa-

lition builders, political actors and community builders, to counter threats to the imple-

mentation of their projects. 
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1. Introduction 

 

“If money was no object, any builder would come and build low cost housing but obviously 

developers are in it for the money - they want money” (JBG_engineer, 2017) 

 

In the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis, an increasing body of work in critical urban research has 

explored the ways through which urban development has become financialized (Aalbers, 2018, Aal-

bers, 2015, Guironnet and Halbert, 2014, Haila, 2016, Halbert and Attuyer, 2016, Peck and Whiteside, 

2016, Pike and Pollard, 2010, Rutland, 2010, Weber, 2010). Authors have argued that the increased 

involvement of global finance in urban developments has been made possible by the development of 

legal and institutional frameworks that stimulate private sector investments in, and management of, 

the built environment (Fields, 2018, Weber, 2015, Gotham, 2006, 2009). This has contributed to in-

creasing local governments’ reliance on private-led developments to fund core activities (Beswick and 

Penny, 2018, Robin, 2018, Penny, 2017, Weber, 2002, 2010), for instance through land value capture 

(Smith, 2002), resulting in growing spatial inequalities and homogenized urban forms (Guironnet and 

Halbert, 2014). Scholarship has highlighted the key role of intermediaries including brokers, consult-

ants and property developers in anchoring financial capital in particular places (Theurillat et al., 2016) 

through the transformation of the urban built form and cities’ institutional fabric (Brill, 2018; Fernan-

dez et al., 2016, Searle, 2014, Halbert and Rouanet, 2014, David, 2012). Within this literature, real 

estate developers have been the focus of an increasingly large body of work that shows their role in 

attracting investments to particular places and their active involvement in urban decision-making (cf. 

Brill, 2018, Robin, 2018, Geva and Rosen, 2018, Ward and Swyngedouw, 2018, Guironnet et al., 

2016, Halbert and Rouanet, 2014, Theurillat and Crevoisier, 2013, Shatkin, 2008, Fainstein, 2001). 

Within developers’ actions to channel mobile capital flows into particular locations, the management 

and mitigation of a series of investment risks has been shown to influence what gets built and where 

(Halbert and Rouanet, 2014) as investment choices are themselves shaped by investors’ perceptions 

of a series of risks attached to particular locations (Fields and Uffers, 2016, David, 2012). In other 

words, as shown by Halbert and Rouanet (2014) the financialisation of urban development requires 

the constitution and maintenance of trans-scalar territorial networks to support the process of ‘filtering 

risk away’ and fixing investments in particular place. 

 

This paper hopes to further build on and advance these discussions, exploring how developers navigate 

the risks associated with ‘landing’ in particular places, to bring forth a more nuanced understanding 

of the process through which these actors shape contemporary urban governance and urban develop-

ment trajectories. In doing so, we explore the territorial implications of developers’ risk mitigation 

strategies, asking: how can a focus on developers’ risk management strategies help elucidate a deeper 

understanding of the geographical implications of financialization? To address these issues, the next 

section reviews existing work on developers’ activities and argues that these can be better understood 

through the lens of ‘risk' and the imperative of risk mitigation. Drawing on this argument and through 

a social constructivist understanding of risk we introduce a framework for analyzing developers that 

is attendant to risk beyond pure ‘financial’ or investments risks (although we address those), which 

integrates the importance of localized regulatory and political risks (Searle, 2014, Halbert and 

Rouanet, 2014). We then illustrate the value of this approach in the study of two large scale urban 

development projects in Johannesburg and London, highlighting the specific roles developers assume 

in those cases to mitigate various risks attached to their projects. The last section concludes and dis-

cusses further research avenues.  

 

2. Understanding the work of real estate developers and the role of risk 

 

Real estate development encompasses a wide range of decisions spread across time and space (cf. Ball, 

2006, Graaskamp, 1981), each requiring real estate actors – and developers in particular - to engage 
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with global stakeholders and local actors, to differing degrees. This relational work is well understood 

in the context of developers’ political work (Brill, 2018, Hyde, 2018, Weber, 2015, Weinstein, 2014, 

Shatkin, 2008, Fainstein, 2001) and their ability to shape the legal and broader institutional settings in 

which they must work (Leffers, 2017). This is especially true in the early stages of the development 

process when developers seek to secure planning permission, often directly negotiating with public 

authorities, at the sub city, city or national level (Weber, 2010; Guironnet et al., 2016, Teresa, 2017). 

This capacity to navigate complex institutional settings reinforces their position in city building 

(Leffers, 2017, Mosselson 2017, Coiacetto, 2001, Fainstein, 2001), sometimes to the point of chal-

lenging the capacity of local government themselves in determining the shape, trajectory and location 

of urban developments (Robin, 2018, Theurillat et al., 2016, Guironnet et al., 2016). 

 

The importance of this relational work  directs our attention to the kinds of relationships developers 

have to forge to navigate risks and uncertainties throughout their projects’ lifecycle (Chen and 

Khumpaisal, 2009), for example navigating the tensions of market rationalities (Rivero et al., 2017). 

In particular, we see how in addition to relationship building with communities and the public sector 

(Geva and Rosen, 2018, Weiss, 1987), the pre-planning permission stage of  a project is also shaped 

by developers’ interactions with investors. This role has been illuminated and analyzed extensively by 

recent urban political economy research on financialization. This body of work has revealed how, in 

some cases, the interactions between developers and investors shape what is built and where (Coiacetto 

and Bryant, 2014) as developers work to make land “fit for investment” (Sanfelici and Halbert, 2016, 

Searle, 2014, Halbert and Rouanet, 2014). Moreover, as this process is increasingly understood, the 

importance of interactions with other actors has been revealed to show how real estate is influenced 

by the work of experts, market analysts and brokers working for investors (Crosby and Henneberry, 

2016, Akers, 2015, Searle, 2014, David, 2012, Fainstein, 2001). These actors shape developers’ be-

havior by translating investors’ requirements into elements of the project. For instance, highlighting 

expected rates of returns on investments which then heavily influences both investment location and 

the content of real estate projects (Crosby and Henneberry, 2016, Halbert and Rouanet, 2014, David 

and Halbert, 2014). 

 

In a context characterized by the increasing internationalization and financial integration of the real 

estate industry, global investors bring with them alternative conceptualisations of risk, or what David 

(2012) and Corpataux et al (2009) note are ‘new perceptions’ of risk (for a discussion of the political 

economy of different perceptions of risk see Gotham, 2016). As such, of particular importance in 

financialised settings and locations where investors are from abroad, is the developer’s role in helping 

shape and mitigate potential risks (cf. Geva and Rosen, 2018, Rosen 2017, David, 2012,). Responding 

to this, recent literature has shown how developers shape the way investors experience the risk of 

investing in particular cities or projects. Seminal in this work is David’s (2012) study of Mexico City. 

Through her institutionalist analysis she demonstrates the territorialised nature of financial flows in 

real estate. Specifically, by analyzing how a relatively ‘new’ market for international investors shifted 

over time from being ‘took risky’ to manageable, David (2012) highlights how developers shape in-

vestors’ perceptions of the risks attached to investing in particular locations. In doing so she encour-

ages analysis to look at non-financial actors (for example, developers) who work to transform markets. 

David’s (2012) analysis directly speaks to Halbert and Rouanet’s (2014) work on Bangalore. They 

show, in their words, how local and regional real estate actors, including developers, ‘filter away’ the 

risks of real estate in Bangalore. These actors make land legible to international investors and through 

this mediate expectations (see also Guironnet et al., 2016 for a discussion of these issues in the Paris 

region). The authors show how land assembly practices and the standardisation of data for interna-

tional investors contribute to this process of filtering risk away. These two case studies are vital in 

understanding development risk, as their authors demonstrate how developers internalize investors’ 

definitions of risks into their strategies on the ground and at different scales of governance (from the 

local to the global).  
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In our work, we draw on both David (2012) and Halbert and Rouanet (2014) to elucidate how real 

estate professionals manage ‘risk’. However, we depart from their approaches by moving beyond a 

focus on financial risks related to expected returns for investors  to integrate other dimensions of risks, 

as perceived and experienced by developers themselves. As Halbert and Rouanet explain their work 

is concerned with how "from an investor perspective, the real estate industry absorbs a series of risks 

associated with the local–regional institutional workings that characterize land and business property 

development markets” (2104: 479). In this paper we respond to this, continuing an analysis of the 

series of risk but from a developer’s perspective that highlights  the localized production of risk. We 

therefore look at how market and development risks emerge in particular places, which in turn shape 

how risks manifest and influence developers’ strategies. In this endeavour we draw on David’s social 

constructivist understanding of risk which demonstrates “the need to develop approaches that consider 

that economic practices embody economic, social, political and cultural logics at the same time” (2012: 

35), practices which in turn are embedded in particular places.  This calls for a better conceptualization 

of the work risk does and how it shapes developers actions in different locations. In particular, it re-

quires us to explore how risk is understood and perceived by developers themselves as these land in 

particular places, and how their territorialized relational strategies are guided by such perceptions. 

 

Risk is both a relatively predictable dimension of a real estate project, and a relatively subjective notion 

grounded in individual experiences and perceptions. In technical and economic studies, risk is por-

trayed as a predictable dimension of project management, commonly accepted as the variation from 

expected outcome, where expected outcome is based on past experiences’ average (Kallman, 2005). 

Following this, in practice, analysts typically apply this definition of risk to a project through ratios 

which compare projects to alternatives and measure the relative deviance between different scenari. 

This classical narrative dominates financial, project management and neoclassical economics studies 

of risk, which are widely used in the real estate industry and portfolio management. Building on this, 

as is revealed through recent political economy analysis, portfolio management, through risk diversi-

fication, has become a core component of value generation in financialised societies (Ascher, 2016, 

David, 2012, Corpotaux et al., 2009). In the context of real estate, existing research from project man-

agement studies highlights key dimensions of supposed objective risk including financial risks, phys-

ical risks and regulatory risks (Huffman, 2003). Additionally, Chan et al., (2005) also argue environ-

mental and social risks are likely to affect a project’s expected returns on investments.  

 

Political and regulatory challenges are further explored in Kimelberg’s (2011) assessment of the chal-

lenges developers face. Her work highlights the following potential risks: the importance of re-election 

for local politicians, the interest of local municipality staff, zoning regulations; and orchestrated com-

munity push-backs (ibid.). Experts work hand in hand with real estate developers to identify such risks, 

to anticipate their likelihood, to assess their impact on real estate markets behaviour and project via-

bility, and to develop mitigation strategies, for instance through the production of “risk matrices” and 

“financial viability assessments” (Robin, 2018, Henneberry and Crosby, 2016, French and Gabrielli, 

2006) The employment of such techniques in turn influences the location and geography of investment 

in real estate, as well as the type of projects that eventually gets built – e.g. mixed-use schemes evident 

globally (Guironnet and Halbert, 2014). However, real estate projects and the risks they entail are not 

purely (if at all) the product of rational decisions or events that can be modelled and predicted, because 

they are embedded in the messy socio-economic and cultural context of their location. As such, re-

search has shown that understandings of risks resting on quantification – and the meaning associated 

with probabilistic metrics – is mediated by interpretative work that is socially and spatially grounded 

(see Zaloom, 2003 for a discussion of “ambiguous numbers” and decision making on financial mar-

kets, David, 2012). Real estate developers therefore know that every project carries “uncertainties and 

risks that cannot be predicted”, especially in long-term large scale redevelopment projects (LDN_De-

veloper, 2016).  
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Following on from this, risk itself, whilst a relatively objective calculation for some real estate profes-

sionals, must be acknowledged as something which is not experienced homogeneously (Brown and 

Young 2011). Investors and developers’ appreciation of risk is subject to individual bias where the 

identification, definition, evaluation, perception of and reaction to risks is context-specific. Such dif-

ferentiated experiences of risk emphasize environmental factors and in turn influence decision-making 

in uncertain situations (cf. Douglas and Wildavsky, 1982). Social constructivist analysis has shown 

risk to be embedded in specific socio-cultural contexts, highlighting that understandings of risks, and 

risks themselves, are socially constructed, negotiated, contested, reconfigured and mediated, notably 

through the work of experts (David, 2012), but not only (Blok, 2016). In that sense, “there is a contin-

ual definitional struggle over risk […] as a result, risk has become a highly politicized concept” 

(Lupton, 1999, 68). Mairal offers a particularly insightful way of engaging with risk in comparative 

and relational studies of real estate: recognising the relational nature of development, he sees risk as 

“a frame that creates contexts which bring together an ‘object of risk’ (a hazard or source of potential 

harm), an ‘object at risk’ (a target of potential harm) and an evaluation (implicit or explicit) of human 

consequences” (2008, p. 42). This leads us to argue that real estate developers, when they land in 

particular places, engage in relational work to identify objects of risks (attached to the local context) 

and to gain knowledge about the likelihood and impacts of those on their projects (the object at risk). 

Risks definition, anticipation and mitigation can be seen, in that sense, as relational and geographically 

embedded. 

 

We take this proposition forward in what follows, mobilizing risk as an analytical entry point to un-

derstand real estate developers’ behavior. This, we argue, enables a deeper understanding of the terri-

torialized nature of real estate development processes. The next sections exemplify the value of this 

approach through the study of private developers1 activities in two large-scale redevelopment projects 

in London and Johannesburg. Our comparison focuses on developers’ strategies in relation to three 

specific categories of risks (1) those related to the local market, (2) the political environment and (3) 

the strength of local communities. In direct response to these, our research finds developers enact 

different roles in local governance settings, that of (a) coordinators of knowledge in and about partic-

ular locations; (b) political actors; (c) and community builders. 

4. Introducing our cases: Modderfontein, Johannesburg and Kings Cross, London 

 

This paper generates insights on developers’ role in local governance by looking at how they identify 

and navigate different risks in two large scale redevelopments: Modderfontein in Johannesburg and 

King’s Cross Central London. We explore these issues within a specific timeframe: the pre-planning 

phase of both redevelopment projects. The findings presented in this paper result from ongoing col-

laboration between the two authors, and highlight the value of speaking across two cities, especially 

two sites which at first sight might seem to have little in common. However, Modderfontein and King’s 

Cross Central are both historically significant areas: the King’s Cross Railway Lands were a core site 

of industrial London and Modderfontein is home to an explosives factory which enabled Johannes-

burg’s mining industry. Arguably, given the strategic importance of London as a base for Britain’s 

global trade and Johannesburg as a mining city, without these sites neither city would have the global 

position they occupy today. Their shared strategic significance is something local authorities were 

keen to take advantage of and, as such, both mega-projects received extensive attention from govern-

ments (local and national), investors and the media. 

 

                                                 
1
 We contend that the developers leading such projects are not representative of all developers - given the large variety in 

types of developers shaping urban transformations – but they nonetheless represent a relevant entry point to understand 

how international financial capital gets channeled into the built environment and shapes contemporary urban trajectories. 
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Modderfontein is the largest plot of land left in the great Johannesburg region and was purchased in 

2012 from a local developer, Heartland, by Zendai, a Shanghai developer who wanted to build a new 

piece of city. Zendai’s involvement in South African real estate was motivated by a desire to divest 

from the Chinese market and seize the opportunities offered elsewhere: it was an entirely new type 

and location of venture for them. Unlike many developers in the Global South, Zendai were not tied 

to political actors or the state itself (Shatkin, 2014), oligarchs (Winarso and Firman, 2002) or from 

financially important families in the city (Garrido, 2013), and this lack of connections is vital in un-

derstanding how the process unfolded in terms of their capacity to leverage material and political 

connections to cultivate land for development.  Zendai’s proposal was announced by provincial gov-

ernment, Gauteng Province, and at the same time local media outlets spread the news of a 87billion 

ZAR investment fund. In the face of this political buzz, Zendai wanted to capitalize on the opportunity 

to engage with an international team so in 2015 a ‘global’ team, primarily from London, were hired to 

produce a masterplan. Findings from this case are based on 48 interviews with people who worked for 

Zendai between 2012 and 2016 in their planning department, environmental team and finance depart-

ment, as well as the development lead; their consultant team in London and Johannesburg; employees 

of the City of Johannesburg’s (CoJ) planning department; and Gauteng officials. These interviews 

focused on the Zendai’s strategies: their objectives, how these evolved over the course of their project, 

their everyday actions, who and how they interacted with different people in the planning application 

process and what information they used to inform their perspectives. These interviews were read 

alongside Johannesburg’s Spatial Development Framework; internal commercial reporting; interim 

masterplan feedback between CoJ and Zendai, and the eventual masterplan.  

 

King’s Cross Central is one of the largest redevelopments in Central London. Since the 1980s, the site 

was on the radar of national and local government, regarded as a prime opportunity for new office 

space in the crowded British capital, and for increasing housing provision (Parkes, 2000; London Bor-

ough of Camden, 2004). After attempted development in the 1990s, pre-crash of the property market, 

the early 2000s were marked by the appointment of Argent as a developer for the site. The master-

plan for the site was approved in 2006 and construction work started in 2007. The scheme has been 

the subject of numerous academic inquiries, exposing its conflictual nature (Papin and Newman, 

2010), and notably investigating how, because of its inherently commercial nature, it failed in inte-

grating the needs of local communities (Edwards, 1992, 2009; Parkes, 2000; Holgersen and Haarstad, 

2009; Campkin, 2013). The study focuses on the 2000–2006 period during which the planning appli-

cation for the main area of the King’s Cross site was developed, revised and approved. The findings 

proceed from interviews (n=18) with key informants involved in the planning process (developers, 

architects, consultants, politicians, community groups and local authorities at the Borough and Met-

ropolitan level) and from the analysis of all planning documents and supporting evidence produced 

between 2000 and 2006 by the developer and the consultants it hired; minutes from 26 meetings from 

the King’s Cross Development Forum (umbrella organization for local community groups) between 

2002 and 2006 which capture some of the key controversies that emerged in the masterplanning pro-

cess, including communities’ concerns vis-à-vis the developer strategy; and of news articles and con-

sultation documents (e.g. community responses to the different versions of the masterplan submitted 

by the developer). The interviews focused on exploring the importance of the knowledge production 

process in mitigating development risks, the developer (and its team) relationship vis-à-vis public, 

private and community stakeholders and how different actors perceived re-development risks. The 

document and minutes review explored how redevelopment risks were framed, known and acted upon, 

and which challenges emerged for the developer in the formulation of risk-mitigation strategies. 
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5. Risk mitigation in action: tracing developers’ networks in Johannesburg and London 

Developers as knowledge-coalition builders 

 

When beginning a project developers need to source knowledge from an extensive web of consultants 

to investigate the sites’ specificities and economic opportunities, as well as the legal and political 

context. Building on existing research highlighting the power of consultancies in urban decision-mak-

ing (Fainstein, 2001), our research highlights how generating knowledge by hiring experts allows de-

velopers to anticipate and navigate the planning process and regulatory requirements for planning 

permission, to come up with a strategy and produce a coherent master-plan. By positioning our anal-

ysis from the developers’ perspective we advance understandings of the role of consultants in inform-

ing urban development to suggest that for developers, much of a consultants’ value is their ability to 

help navigate risks and unlock land for development. 

 

In Modderfontein, Zendai hired consultants to advise on every dimension of the project, especially 

during the masterplanning process. When Zendai kicked-off their scheme in 2014 they put the mas-

terplanning exercise to tender, eventually settling on Atkins Global, a team with international exper-

tise. This was important because it set the context of the development: Zendai wanted to build a new 

node in the global economy. To do this they needed to create a sense of stability, especially in the face 

of economic and political uncertainty in South Africa at the time. Further to this, it was anticipated 

that Atkins would have strong relationships with both the necessary additional consultants in terms of 

developing a comprehensive planning strategy, and within political institutions. Atkins fulfilled the 

first role, immediately hiring Collier's International's Destination Team to specifically address the 

commercial viability. For Colliers the macroeconomy was “the starting point of any analysis” 

(JBG_Consultant2, 2017), as the consultant went on to elaborate, developers “need to understand the 

economy - start national - key drivers, how it performs” and then use this broad based knowledge to 

carry thorough analysis to “exploit the latent and existent strengths” of the economy (JBG_Consult-

ant2, 2017). To do this they used data from the 2011 census, a UCT 2004 research report on labour 

market trends, quarterly labour force survey from South Africa and CIC Construction data from South 

Africa. Analysis of the macroeconomy was supplemented by information on the local land market 

during early viability assessment and in total Colliers produced three reports: ‘Market Assessment to 

Inform Development Brief’ (March, 2015), ‘Options for Modderfontein: Commercial Appraisal’ 

(May, 2015) and ‘Commercial Development Framework’ (August, 2015). Their analysis operational-

ised a combination of “extensive quantitative data on Johannesburg real estate” with a ‘gut feeling’ 

based on experience and knowing how potential end-users respond (JBG_Consultant3, 2017). This 

analysis was a vital part of Zendai’s strategy because it helped them identify potential economic pit-

falls or risks. 

 

Despite this, many of Colliers’ suggestions were relatively misplaced, for example they proposed a 

‘wave lagoon’ - an artificial surfing centre - as a potential commercial use, but this was seen by locals 

as wildly misplaced (JBG_Consultant1, 2017) and in doing so Colliers heightened rather than reduced 

risk. This was partly a reflection of the teams’ geography: both Colliers and Atkins were physically 

based in London and had global experience, which they hoped to leverage in a South African context. 

Arguably to counter this lack of specific city knowledge within their team, Atkins also brought on-

board an Arup team who straddled their London and Johannesburg offices (Brill, 2018). These three 

teams all worked alongside one another, advising on different components - but the different discipli-

nary backgrounds inevitably created some tensions, as one consultant highlighted: “You can desire 

whatever you want from a planning point of view, but ultimately, sooner of later, it comes down to Mr 

and Mrs Bloggs deciding whether they’re going to purchase an apartment” (JBG_Consultant1, 2017). 

These tensions translate to risks for developers and despite their army of consultants, Zendai’s mas-

terplan was stalled by CoJ, described as “lacking sufficient detail or knowledge” (JBG_Official, 2017). 
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Consequently despite having on paper a hugely experienced set of experts, Zendai were unable to 

translate this into something developable and unlock the land for their project.  

 

The development process, from the developer’s perspective, is about managing the various forms of 

knowledge and facilitating a forum for exchange to inform various aspects of the project: from en-

gagement with local political actors to the development of the masterplan. Therefore, the ‘knowledge 

coalitions’ they mobilise have to be inherently multidisciplinary, spanning financial understanding to 

predict demand and the commercial viability of the scheme (which in turn feed back into design and 

architectural choices); awareness of local political structures and expectations (to design a scheme that 

can get political buy in); planning and technical knowledge of the site itself. In strong contrast to 

Modderfontein, most of the experts hired by Argent to produce the King’s Cross Central masterplan 

were local firms with strong national reputations and deep knowledge of the local political and regu-

latory context (LDN_Developer, 2016). 

 

The main master planning team was composed of three firms, Allies and Morrisons, Porphyrios As-

sociates and Townsend Landscape Architects, which all previously collaborated in Argent’s award 

winning Brindleyplace scheme in Birmingham (ULI, 2014). From the developer’s perspective, work-

ing with the masterplanning team that established its reputation was important, and buying in a wide 

range of experts in the pre-planning phase of the project was instrumental to get planning permission 

from the council. Argent surrounded itself with an army of specialists, whose expertise ranged from 

community engagement to planning and architecture, public realm, air quality, environment, infra-

structure, and heritage (Robin, 2018 provides an extensive discussion of the key features of this con-

sultants’ ecosystem). The hiring of experts also allowed the developers to tap into the firms’ networks: 

a senior executive at the local council (in charge of granting planning permission) was involved in the 

project and moved to take a leadership position in one of the masterplan’s three consultancies a few 

years after the Argent scheme was granted the green light by the council. Such ‘close proximity’ be-

tween the public sector and the real estate industry in London (including real estate developers, plan-

ning consultancies, real estate communication agencies) has been exposed elsewhere (Booth and 

Crossley, 2018). From the developers’ perspective, hiring experts is about getting the best knowledge 

of and connections with the local context to navigate the planning process and to design a scheme that 

is commercially viable. Navigating those risks is a key element of long term profit maximization for 

developers. In the short term, spending money on (expensive, global) consultants reduces profit mar-

gins yet the perceived risks of non-compliance with planning regulations as well as risks of misreading 

the local context outweighs this concern.  

 

The contrasting examples of Modderfontein and Kings Cross illustrate the way different forms of 

expertise dictate project success, to some extent. In both cases the developers hired extensive networks 

of consultants since producing more knowledge was expected to reduce risk arising due to regulatory 

mis-compliance and to the misreading of the local context. However, the contrasting types and geog-

raphies of consultants hired shows that developers must ensure consultants have the most locally rel-

evant and context sensitive expertise. Consequently it’s evident that the team’s composition , in terms 

of their geography and wider connections, is vital because the developer is constantly navigating the 

cost of hiring consultants and their added value to the project. At the same time the very existence of 

a network of actors upon which their plan becomes reliant on for information or connections suggests 

a devolution of control beyond even the investor relationships highlighted in existing literature and 

therefore ultimately challenges the idea that they are dominant in all decision-making. Whilst some 

literature has highlighted that such power shifts have resulted in developers becoming financialised in 

that they incorporate investor logics into their wider approaches through brokers and consultants be-

cause the rely on this information for their revenue (Theurillat and Crevoisier 2013; Halbert and 

Rouanet 2014; Weber 2015; Guironnet et all., 2016), here we develop on this to highlight the very real 

work of developers at the centre of this process, at least in our cases. 
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Developers as political actors  

 

As with private sector coalitions, developers must also mitigate risk through coalitions in the political 

arena (Weinstein, 2014). This requires building strategic alliances with political actors and participat-

ing in re-shaping existing institutions to create a supportive environment (Leffers, 2017). The two 

cases show the importance of bringing on-board local political actors to ensure the risk of project 

failure through planning denial is curtailed. 

 

Political risk is partly defined by the developers’ capacity to navigate the local political context. In 

Modderfontein this required Zendai to act within CoJ’s planning legislation, as well as directly feed 

into their - at the time being re-drafted - Spatial Development Framework. However, as one consultant 

described: “They [the City] will never tell you this is what they want. It’s more principles, or objectives 

that need to be achieved’” (JBG_Consultant_5, 2017), there is a vagueness which requires the devel-

opers to actively collaborate with the City to understand how policy is applied. Therefore Zendai were 

required to engage with CoJ extensively, and this they did through individual issue orientated meet-

ings, 4 large stakeholder workshops during winter 2015 and interim report commenting. However, this 

form of governance through informality requires some of the developer’s ecology of consultants to 

have a strong relationship with the City, this was not the case for Zendai. Their choice of international 

consultants combined with their own leadership’s lack of local experience meant they did not have the 

necessary relationships. However, in-house they did have a junior employee who worked to try and 

mitigate emerging political risks, as he explained “On my side I worked extensively with the council, 

I handled from our side most of the communication with the council, or some of it at least. Because I 

know the ladies quite well [..] I had a better networks than other guys” (JBG_Developer_3, June 2017).  

 

That said, his work was insufficient to counter for the actions of others in the Zendai group. The 

Atkins-led team sought to gain political capital by targeting the provincial level government - Gauteng 

- a huge political miscalculation which irritated CoJ (Brill, 2018). By seeking to understand Zendai 

through the lens of risk though, it becomes possible to see this error as even further misplaced: rooted 

not in political risk but potentially financial risk. Gauteng’s Premier announced the Zendai deal to 

media whilst on a trip in China, independent of any consultation with their staff - “the first we heard 

was when the phone started ringing” (JBG_GOfficial_2, 2017). Whilst this upset CoJ, it also generated 

hype and buzz about the site, crafting expectations and arguably potentially cultivating a political 

space for Chinese capital to land in Johannesburg with more certainty. That said the political reality is 

that CoJ is the planning authority, and their policy priorities are addressing the spatial legacy of apart-

heid through densification and the use of brownfield sites, something which strongly contrasts with 

the greenfield peripheral development of Modderfontein (Ballard et al., 2017; Brill and Reboredo, 

2018). But more than this, the previous owner had isolated CoJ by using, in CoJ’s words, “my least 

favourite town planners” (JBG_Official, 2017). This was accentuated further by the political back-

drop: “in the background there’s city managers who had their own views on what should or shouldn't 

happen” who were heavily influencing CoJ’s approach and therefore needed to be understood 

(JBG_Consultant4, 2017). Ultimately continual mismanagement of the political risks undermined the 

project. 

 

The King’s Cross story shows the strategy employed by Argent was more successful. First, it has to 

be noted that the UK planning system is characterized by its strong emphasis on private sector in-

volvement in regeneration schemes (e.g Edwards, 2009; Colomb, 2007). Consequently, an informal 

yet long-lasting culture of collaboration has become the norm, where negotiation often takes place at 

the local level (borough level in London). Whilst, to some extent this is also the case in Johannesburg, 

where an expected part of planning permission negotiation happens between the local officials and the 

developer in a quasi-formal setting, the different developer approaches show the striking importance 

of interpersonal relationships in risk mitigation. In the case of King’s Cross, two London Boroughs, 
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Camden and Islington, were responsible for granting planning permission although the developer 

needed to show compliance with a range of national and local regulations (National Planning Guid-

ance, London Plan, Borough-level planning guidance). Responding to planning requirements, the two 

Boroughs developed their own guidance for the scheme: King’s Cross Opportunity Area Planning and 

Development Brief (2004; referred to as the Joint Planning Brief in what follows) which allowed them 

to set targets for the developer's final plan (e.g. level of social housing, local jobs creation, provision 

of healthcare and community facilities, provision of green and public spaces and roads). However, 

Camden was responsible for granting permission to a much larger part of the Site (the Main Site) and 

Islington was responsible for granting permission for a smaller section of the whole redevelopment 

area (the Triangle Site). In addition, Camden, through the establishment of a ‘King’s Cross Team’ to 

lead negotiations with the developer in 2001 (Bishop and Williams, 2016), quickly positioned itself as 

the dominating political and administrative authority for the scheme (LDN_Policy Officer, 2016). 

Given the geographical and administrative importance of Camden for the redevelopment, Argent de-

veloped strong working relationship with the King’s Cross Team. In addition, a member of the King’s 

Cross Team interviewed for this study highlighted that the creation of the Team was motivated by the 

willingness of Camden officers to manage the engagement process with the developer. What this 

meant for Argent in practice was that they were provided with direct access to a dedicated team of 

lawyers, planners and economists within Camden to “negotiate the outcomes of the scheme” 

(LDN_Policy Officer, 2016).  This was deemed “very helpful in early phases of the project” by Argent, 

as it allowed them to “clarify expectations” (LDN_Developer_2016). For instance, the developer was 

heavily involved in the discussions concerning the joint Planning Brief, notably through the King’s 

Cross Team (Robin, 2018). Argent was granted outline planning permission for the Main Site by Cam-

den in 2006 (after revision of their initial proposal submitted in 2004). However, this permission was 

put on hold when Islington refused to grant Argent planning permission for the Triangle Site, a deci-

sion which was eventually overturned by the UK Secretary of State in 2008 following Argent’s appeal 

to the decision, supporting Camden’s initial permission and giving the scheme the green light to go 

ahead. This case highlights that correctly reading the political landscape and balance of power between 

different jurisdictions early in the redevelopment process is necessary for developers, but also shows 

that developers cannot fully foresee and mitigate political opposition. Arguably however, forming 

strategic alliances with local officers early on allowed them to tailor their project in a way that would 

satisfy some key political actors. Equally, this engagement was facilitated by the Camden council 

itself, for the set up of a team dedicated to the redevelopment facilitated Argent’s ongoing engagement 

with officers and officials, who “had someone to speak to at every step of the project” (LDN_Policy 

Officer, 2016). 

 

These two cases reveal that early stages of development require developers to engage in political co-

alition formation to try and minimise risks associated with planning delays. Even in the case of King’s 

Cross, where the Argent actively engaged with what could appear as the leading politico-administra-

tive force in the process (Camden), further delays were caused by Islington initial refusal to grant 

permission for the Triangle site. In Modderfontein, the developers, through their consultants, focused 

their efforts on engaging with the wrong level of government leading to severe delays in the processing 

of their planning application, and in turn to higher costs and increased uncertainties as to whether the 

project will be implemented.  

Developers as ‘community builders’  

 

Finally, in mitigating project risks, developers engage with local communities. Whilst to some extent 

this represents a broader part of political risk, we separate them here because the approach of the 

developers to each type of risk was markedly different. Our analysis revealed that through this work, 

developers act as ‘community builders’ to mitigate opposition and to emphasize the legitimacy of their 
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scheme. The pitfalls of institutionalized public participation and uneven power balance between pub-

lic, private and community actors in planning decision-making have been widely explored (e.g Healey, 

1998, Raco et al., 2016). This section further highlights that public engagement is a key part of devel-

opers’ risk management strategies: community opposition, if not dealt with early on, can slow down 

(and even block) developments (Floricel and Miller, 2001, Kaperson and Kaperson, 2005, Miller and 

Lessard, 2008) contributing to increasing project costs (Liu et al., 2016) and ultimately undermining 

financial gains. 

 

In Modderfontein, there was little (local) community objection because the site is largely greenfield. 

That said, one of Atkins’ first actions was to host a two day public exhibition and invite commentary 

- this formed part of their wider stakeholder meetings which they described as “unusually frank and 

productive sessions” used to “build early buy-in and consensus” and to “ease potentially problematic 

conflicts” (Zendai, 2015: 10). As this language suggests, Zendai saw the community management as 

as a potential issue to be mitigated before it presented a real risk to their project. After these brief 

engagements, Atkins included a few of the public’s comments in their final masterplan, but paid rela-

tively attention to the detail - rather they noted that an essential part of their eventual planning appli-

cation would be that “they need to be clear in their report” about how they engaged with community 

(Atkins email, 2015). On the one hand this shows how the participatory approaches in this context 

were largely driven by planning legislation rather than actual opposition, and on the other that the 

developer still perceived them to be substantial risks requiring (relatively) expensive engagement pro-

cesses, albeit resulting in only 6 of the 357 pages of the masterplan addressing the community. 

 

In King’s Cross, institutional platforms were set up by the local authorities to facilitate community 

involvement in the planning process (as required by UK national planning frameworks). In 2002, the 

Borough of Camden set up the King’s Cross Development Forum to allow local communities to follow 

and comment on Argent’s planning application. The developer’s communication to this forum was 

mediated by the King’s Cross Team in the Borough of Camden (they provided funding, administrative 

and logistical support for the Forum). In addition to the Forum, the Boroughs of Camden and Islington 

both created online mechanisms to collect feedback from local organizations and individuals at various 

stages of the masterplanning process. Prior to these institutionalized fora, the developer ran its own 

consultation stream – over a period of two years - which then fed into their master plan. Argent hired 

a community consultation specialist consultancy to design and implement a large scale community 

engagement exercise. The three community engagement reports that stemmed from this process em-

phasized Argent’s active involvement in this consultation effort and the presence of senior Argent staff 

‘on the ground’ (Flux, 2004), in particular its figure head, Roger Madelin, interacting directly with 

local residents. His active involvement was also highlighted by several community organizations in-

terviewed for this study, some of them stressing that “Madelin was a very charming man, always 

showing up at meetings” but also adding that “the extent to which he listened to us in these meetings 

is another story” (LDN_Community Group1, 2016).  

 

This case highlights several important elements in relation to developers’ role as community builders. 

For a start, the developer’s active role in developing its own consultation mechanisms contributed to 

shape where and how community opposition could be expressed. Several community organizations - 

which then took the scheme to court in 2006 - deemed that despite these consultations efforts, Argent’s 

proposed scheme did not address their concerns, in particular in relation to the provision of affordable 

housing in a neighborhood characterized by high levels of depravation (LDN_Community Group1, 

LDN_Community Group2). When the case was taken to judicial review, Argent dismissed such criti-

cisms highlighting that they were “disappointed with this decision by a small, vocal group of people. 

Argent and its partners have spent seven years working and consulting on this scheme, talking to 

thousands of people about the vision and benefits King's Cross Central will bring to the area.” (Roger 
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Madelin intervention in a local newspaper, 2007). Furthermore, Camden motivated its decision to 

grant outline planning permission to the project with reference to Argent’s commitment to community 

engagement” “as soon as they started the project they engaged with the community […] Madelin was 

everywhere, all the time […] they made a number of commitments to local communities and sticked 

to that” (LDN_Policy Officer 2016). Managing contestation risks through engagement with the local 

population was a key aspect of the developers’ strategy to gain planning permission and to minimize 

contestation voiced outside of this engagement exercise (LDN_Offical, 2016, LDN_Community 

Group, 2016). Argent’s ability to show its early engagement through large scale consultation efforts 

was instrumental in discarding further oppositions, when the case was taken to court, but also in vari-

ous media interventions addressing criticisms to the scheme. These efforts were also emphasised by 

Camden Council, to justify its decision to grant permission to the scheme. 

 

Existing literature on community engagement (or lack thereof) in planning, mainly engages with per-

spectives from the community and addresses the ability of local groups to influence urban decision 

making (Healey, 1998). Such studies rarely pay attention to the motives driving the private sectors’ 

involvement with local groups. Our cases show how developers need (legally and strategically) to 

engage with local communities in order to mitigate project risks. Consequently, real estate developers 

seek to minimize those risks by engaging with certain parts of the community and spending money 

(therefore reducing revenues in the short term) on platform creation and public relations, this maxim-

ises returns in the long run by avoiding risks associated with strong opposition (which they can easily 

discard on the grounds that large scale consultation has created a general consensus regarding the 

redevelopment process, as was the case in King’s Cross Central). In contrasting Modderfontein and 

King’s Cross it’s possible to see how the process is something relatively predictable, even in cases 

where the development has little community to engage with, the process of responding to community 

risk has become standardised. Yet, the actual work and practices of the developer has to be highly 

localised.  

6. Conclusion 

 

This paper used the cases of Modderfontein and King’s Cross to draw out three conclusions. Firstly, 

we advanced a wider theoretical conceptualization of risk which builds on existing understandings of 

risks (their definition and mitigation) as a key aspect of real estate-driven financialization processes, 

as put forward by David (2012) and Halbert and Rouanet (2014). Our analysis extends their social 

constructivist understanding by engaging with critical risk studies. We used the resultant understand-

ing of risk to reveal a typology of risks which developers navigate in order to obtain planning permis-

sion, as part of project delivery. Developing on the ‘range of risks’ identified by Halbert and Rouanet 

(2014) we argue there are three main sources of risk for developers: the lack of locally specific 

knowledge, misreading the political context, failing to engage with powerful community actors. Im-

portantly, as noted in the analysis section, these categories are not discrete or complete, they merely 

highlight the breadth of risks shaping real estate projects. With this typology we hope to contribute to 

a deeper theoretical understanding of what ‘what ‘risks’ are in terms of real estate development’ are, 

how they emerge in specific places and how they shape the different positions developers’ occupy 

within local governance networks. This we believe offers powerful lenses through which one can an-

alyze the geographical implications of financialization.  

 

Secondly and relatedly, we highlighted the diversity of roles developers assume throughout their pro-

jects to mitigate the different risks identified: knowledge coordinators, political actors and community 

builders. In practice these roles often overlap, as was evident in King’s Cross, but by creating such a 

typology of roles we are able to see how the identification and mitigation of risks require developers 
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to cultivate their relational networks across different groups of actors, at different scales of interac-

tions. In doing so, we revealed that a risk-based approach to the study of developers integrates the 

strategic constraints faced by those actors into urban geography research, in a way that is attendant to 

the relational process by which real estate activities shape sites and localities. This therefore contrib-

utes to ongoing research on real estate developers, their strategies, and their influence over urban 

transformations. Specifically, given the acknowledged position of developers as mediators (see 

Theurillat et al. 2106) and that their impact on the city is mostly measured through what type and 

where development occurs, understanding their response to what they see as risks enables more effec-

tive planning and control, because it becomes possible to anticipate their strategies and engagement 

with different types of actors locally (Campbell et al., 2013; Kimelberg, 2011). 

 

Thirdly and relatedly, identifying risk creation and mitigation as inherent to the realization of value in 

real estate projects is key in understanding how developers mobilize various experts in the transfor-

mation of particular places as sites that are suitable for investments and profit generation (Searle, 

2014). Building on the idea that developers assume particular roles, through a closer interrogation of 

the type of experts these roles are dependent on we see how developers make sites that are ‘fit for 

investments’; how developer activities shape (or fail to shape) local political and regulatory land-

scapes; and finally, how those activities contribute to the marginalization or involvement of local com-

munities in the development process. Whilst this paper has looked into the ways in which risk mitiga-

tion is practiced by developers in the pre-planning phases of their (large scale) projects, additional 

research on the type of networks created in the construction and maintenance phase of the project will 

likely reveal new patterns of relations and advance the use of a risk-based framework for analysis. 
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