


“The PLA celebrates its 30th anniversary this year. The world of property litigation has changed hugely during that time but if you could pick one legal development (whether case law, legislation or something else) from the last 30 years which has most impacted property law, what would it be and why?” (500 word limit)

Could it be one of the many epic court battles? Franses v Cavendish – the first time that the Supreme Court stamped its mark on the Landlord and Tenant Act 1954 and gave us the "acid test". Fearne v Tate – which gave us a new category of nuisance and brought property law to the front pages of newspapers across the country.

Or one of many novel statutes that have recently emerged from Parliament? Commercial Rent (Coronavirus) Act 2022 – which varied commercial leases nationally, in response to a global pandemic. Building Safety Act 2023 – a necessary response to the most appalling social tragedy of recent years. Renters Rights Act 2025 – which ushers in a new dawn for residential tenants.

Or is it the Tribunals, Courts and Enforcement Act 2007, which created the First-tier Tribunal? This has provided a new home for most litigation affecting residential property, making it easier for individuals to enforce their rights, and increasing access to justice.

No. It is none of the above.

There is another development whose impact is far greater. It has affected, or will affect, every piece of real estate in England and Wales. It has successfully revolutionised our system of property ownership. It has improved and modernised the practice of property law. It has provided certainty and clarity for professionals and laypeople alike. It is the Land Registration Act 2002 (LRA 2002).

Most members of the Property Litigation Association are too young to remember life before the LRA 2002 – a blessed relief. No more wading through dense fogs of deed, with nothing but an epitome of title as one's guide. Inevitably, the critical document would be missing from the bundle, and those that were included would have been photocopied so badly that ChatGPT would interpret them as a recipe for chicken soup. 

Step forward HM Land Registry Portal. No hours wasted scouring historic legal dictionaries to understand what was conveyed to whom and when. A few clicks and the legal owner of any registered property can be immediately identified. Each significant property interest recorded on the Register and readily ascertainable. MapSearch available to assist with locating titles geographically.

Admittedly, the LRA 2002 is not perfect, and some of the structures that underpin it could be improved. However, there is nothing in the last 30 years that has had a greater impact on property law, and an impact that, overall, has been extremely positive.

Many areas of property law are still ripe for reform, including some which have only just been updated, e.g. the Electronic Communications Code. However, the LRA 2002 has stood the test of time. Subject to a few minor clarifications by the courts, it has worked effectively and efficiently from day one.

Freeholds, leaseholds, restrictive covenants, easements, charges, and trusts: all these and much more find their place in the sections of the LRA 2002. It is time that the legislation itself was given proper recognition – as the most significant property law development of the last 30 years.
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