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Response to: Local decisions: a fairer future for social housing

1.    Housing issues for London
London is in an exceptional position with regard to housing compared with other regions. It has very ‘high average housing costs with wide variation around these averages, extremes of income poverty and wealth, and a buoyant rental market which meets demand from diverse groups aside from Local Housing Allowance claimants’

In addition three quarters of the country’s homeless households in temporary accommodation are in the capital and while overcrowding is declining in the rest of the UK it is growing in London. Around 200,000 Londoners live in overcrowded homes and there are over 350,000 households currently on waiting lists for social housing in London
.

Unlike the rest of the country with a national average of 70% home ownership, only 57% of Londoners own their own home
.

London has the least affordable housing of any region in England and the highest number of households living in temporary accommodation
.

In London private rents are nearly three times social rents, whereas in the northern regions they are only just over 50% higher. This is reflected in housing benefit caseloads, with 22% of London’s private tenants claiming housing benefit at an average of £146 per week, compared to only 15% of private tenants in the rest of the country who are only claiming on average £80 per week
.

While many of the best paid jobs in the country are based in London’s financial centres, 374,000 Londoners are unemployed and 1.3 million economically inactive. Almost 650,000 have no qualification
.
The extremes of wealth and poverty in the capital, coupled with a property market where supply does not meet demand, has led to the ever increasing housing and rent prices in the capital. To meet housing need in the capital, it is now estimated that 64% of homes needing to be built should be social-rented
.

Added to this is the fact that London contains the most diverse and mobile population in the UK. The population of London is also predicted to grow by over one-fifth between 2010 and 2026. This diverse, constantly moving and growing population means that planning and housing policy in London is more complicated than elsewhere in England.

Finally research by Cambridge University indicates that changes to Local Housing Allowance (LHA) calculations to be introduced in 2011 will reduce the proportion of London neighbourhoods affordable to LHA claimants from 75% to 51% suggesting that geographical boundaries between the rich and poor in London are increasing under the present Government
.

This evidence indicates that housing in London needs to be considered within its own policy context. Any unintended negative impacts of proposals in the consultation document will be magnified in London, because of the higher housing need and greater inequality seen in the capital.

2.   Justification for the proposals

The implication in the proposals that there are many who access social-rented housing that could or should find housing in the private sector, is without evidenced foundation.  

Given that the delivery of social-rented housing is far lower than required to meet evidenced need; those that access social rented housing tend to be the most vulnerable – producing what it routinely referred to as residualisation of the social housing sector.  In most instances the vulnerability relates to long-term issues; health, disability or age (young or old). Currently, moves from social-rented housing to intermediate housing and the take up of Right to Buy are both very low in the capital, as has been recently highlighted by the London Mayor.  

Analysis carried out by the GLA in relation to housing need in the capital shows clearly that a very high percentage of households are unable to afford anything other than social-rented housing.  The studies also show that only a small percentage of those who are unable to afford market housing are able to meet the cost of intermediate homes. 
In addition research carried out by the Association of Residential Lettings Agents (ARLA) suggests that demand for private sector housing is exceeding supply, with three quarters of ARLA member offices reporting that there were more tenants than available properties.
  It assumes that the shortage of rental property will continue into next year and notes that demand is greatest in London and the South East.
We would argue that some of the problems highlighted in this paper such as increases in percentage levels of ‘worklessness’ amongst social-housing tenants are as a result of ongoing failures to build sufficient levels of social-rented housing and inevitably landlords prioritising the most vulnerable.  We are particularly concerned that the consultation paper would propose the end of social-rented housing as a ‘tenure of choice’ and would instead have the sector further ‘residualised’.

We suggest that social rented  housing is not over subsidised and that there is absolutely no evidence to support suggestions that living in social-rented housing results in or encourages ‘worklessness’.  

While the building of social-rented housing is subsidised, the ongoing management and maintenance costs are met (or more than met) by tenants rent payments.  In the case of council housing ongoing capital debt is also paid for through tenants rents. In this respect it could be argued that many long-term tenants have more than paid for the capital cost of their homes as well as continuing to pay the ongoing management and maintenance costs.   

We suggest that the outcomes of promoting higher levels of transience through the introduction of flexible tenancies will be a disincentive to tenants in their attempts to gain employment or to increase their existing wage levels and that ultimately the introduction of flexible short-term tenancies will result in the promotion of higher levels of poverty and polarisation in London, and higher costs of housing benefit, health, social care and crime.  

3.    Social Housing and the Big Society 

The aim of the Big Society is "to create a climate that empowers local people and communities, building a big society that will 'take power away from politicians and give it to people”. 

Two of its five key priorities include.

· Give communities more powers (localism and devolution) 

· Encourage people to take an active role in their communities (volunteerism) 

There is much potential benefit in any push towards giving communities more powers and encouraging people to take a more active role in their communities.  The Localism Bill is one of the key legislative planks in the building of the “Big Society” and in enabling this transfer of power to communities and supporting people to take an active role in their local area. Additional rights are being developed across government. 
The Academies Act 2010 and the proposed NHS Reforms White paper for example contain proposals with which the government aims to give people more choice in how services are delivered and more power to influence that delivery.  However these opportunities e.g. setting up of free schools, require communities to have the time, resources and long term commitment if they are to have a real impact on their neighbourhoods and contribute to the “Big Society” .   

The present government has said that ‘decades of disempowering government have suppressed initiative, undermined incentives and multiplied the excuses for not getting involved’ 
We would argue that many of the proposals in this bill particularly around the introduction of flexible tenancies and changes to homeless legislation have the potential of undermining the vision of a “Big Society” of empowered and active communities and may well add to what they see as the ‘decades of disempowerment.  

For most Londoners, social tenants included, our home is where we feel safe and secure.  A safe secure home allows us to set down roots in our neighbourhoods and build up the connections and networks which help support us and our families. These support networks may take years to build but they give people the ongoing help they need to become active in their neighbourhoods and enable them to contribute their time and skills to their communities. Social housing has enabled the most vulnerable and those on low incomes access to good quality secure housing at affordable rents. Security of tenure has allowed tenants to invest in their homes and neighbourhoods even as their circumstances change throughout their lives.  

Creating more short term tenancies is likely to result in more transient communities making it harder for tenants to put down roots in their neighbourhoods and build up the networks that they need to become active citizens. Where is the incentive to invest in a neighbourhood if you are only staying a short time?  Often long term tenants are the social glue which holds estates together, setting up and working with the civil society organisations which the government rightly sees as key to the development of its Big Society vision. There have been a number of studies which have highlighted the importance of length of residence in an area on the development of community friendships and organisations.

A study by Camden Federation of Private Tenants found a direct link between length and security of tenure and levels of community engagement. It found that those who had more secure tenancy agreements and who had lived longer in an area were more likely to be engaged in community life and local democratic processes.
 

It is essential to recognise that social housing is about more than just bricks and mortar, it is about providing stable homes for those in need and enabling them and their families to become active members of their local communities and contributing to the ‘Big Society’.
4.    Specific proposals

Affordable rent tenancies: The theory presented by Government is that producing 80% market housing will provide housing associations with additional funding to build more social-rented housing.  We feel there is no evidence to suggest that this will operate as proposed in London, nor that it will assist in meeting London’s specific housing problems.  We fear the proposal will divert funds away from where there is evidence of greatest need to areas of minimal evidenced need.  

The GLA’s 2004 Housing Needs Study found that only 7% of those who are unable to afford market housing in London can afford intermediate housing.  Producing 80% market rented housing is likely to either overlap with the existing intermediate housing market or be accessible to few that are unable to meet the cost of intermediate housing.   Evidence contained the 2008 Greater London Housing Market Assessment and highlighted in the Examination in Public of the Draft Replacement London Plan, shows clearly that with housing benefit changes taken into account, that in order to meet need over a 10 year period, 64% of homes built in the London should be social-rented.  We therefore feel the proposal to be an inappropriate use of public funding and one which would inevitably result in increased levels of overcrowding and homelessness in a region of the country that already bears the highest burden in this respect.  

80% of market rents are far from ‘affordable’ in London and in many boroughs would not be covered by housing benefit.  Where met, in contradiction to apparent aims to reduce housing benefit bills, the cost will be higher than meeting benefit costs for social-rented housing. 

Flexible tenancies:    Our greatest concern is that where there is greatest need for social-rented housing, such as in London, there will be greatest pressure on landlords to use flexible short-term tenancies, resulting in high levels of transience and destabilisation of communities that are amongst the most vulnerable of our society.  In circumstances where there are simply not affordable alternatives to social-rented housing, this policy will result in households being condemned to a life on the move, which is harmful to both the individuals concerned and to the wider community. 

Many social housing providers already allocate funding to support tenant engagement in a wide range of activities aimed at building and supporting community.  Increasing transience will have a detrimental impact on this. 

We have set out our concerns about the contradictions of this proposal in relation to Big Society Agenda (section 4 of this response).  

 Housing waiting lists:    Whilst the proposals set out in the consultation paper appear sensible, reducing actual numbers on housing waiting lists won’t address the growing problem of need for social-rented housing.  Additionally we were advised by the GLA at the  Examination in Public of the Draft Replacement London Plan (June-December 2010) that housing waiting lists are not a particularly accurate way of assessing housing need – and that London’s Housing Strategic Market Assessment is a more accurate assessment.  The need highlighted in the Assessment is already highlighted above.  

Particularly, we are concerned that whilst there may be some who are registered on more than one housing waiting list, that there are many others who do not register, simply because they feel they will not stand a chance of getting either a council or housing association home.  Some such households are currently living in private-rented accommodation, but who either won’t be able to stay there once housing benefit changes are made or will move into situations where their household is overcrowded in order to remain in the area where they currently live and retain existing social and family networks.  

Homelessness:  We strongly oppose proposals that councils will be able to discharge their duties to homeless households by offering only a 12-month private let.  It is inappropriate to leave vulnerable households in a situation of such insecurity, particularly where children are involved.

We suspect this proposal would effectively result in a ‘revolving door’ policy in London, with homeless households having no option but to represent themselves as homeless once the 12-month period is ended. 

We suggest that with the implementation of housing benefit changes that local authorities in inner London will find it increasingly difficult to make a reasonable offer of private-housing in their own boroughs and will increasingly be exporting vulnerability to outer London boroughs and areas outside London.  This will necessarily have an impact on social infrastructure and administrative costs of public services in those areas. 

Overcrowding, under occupancy and mobility: We would generally support the idea of a national home swap scheme, but are concerned that while the opportunity to move to another area is a desirable outcome for some, for many, the need is for more social-rented housing in their locality so that they might move locally to a larger or smaller home or that their children and grand-children may find a home close to them.  

We have concerns that overcrowding and under occupancy are seen as two opposing elements, which if combined will resolve issues of under supply of social-rented housing.  The numerical analysis may be correct, but we suggest the realities and practicalities are very different.  Under occupancy tends to occur mostly where children had grown and left family homes.  This can take decades to occur. 
While we feel it appropriate that where tenants that are under-occupied and do move to a smaller home can do so, however we also feel that forcing older people to move having spent most of their lives in one property which they have made their home may be have other hidden and detrimental costs. 
Clearly one of the most stressful things in life is moving home – this particularly for older people if this means having to move from an area where they have spent most of their lives and / or giving up a family home that is full of belongings and memories and having to move to a home that has insufficient space for their belonging and for grandchildren, a family member or carer to stay as and when necessary.  We feel this is a situation that must be handled sensitively with all associated and potential detrimental costs also considered (see section 6). One study carried out in Sweden in 1996 found that while moving for older people generally would not seem to impact detrimentally on mortality and health, the exception is in circumstances of those who were ‘evacuated’ or forced to move permanently.
 
It is of note that under-occupancy is not something that occurs only in the social rented sector – in fact it occurs more frequently in the owner-occupied sector; where homes also tend to be more secure and facilitate long-term engagement in the area in which they are situated.    
5.    The financial costs
We feel the proposed introduction of flexible tenancies is not only a totally inadequate response to London’s housing need, but that the actually cost of the proposals (in addition to the human costs covered above) could be significant.  We suggest this has not been fully considered by the policy makers.

Key additional costs for landlords in administering flexible tenancies will include additional staff to - regularly interview and advise tenants, administer and oversee increased levels of void properties and to repair and ensure properties are in a reasonable condition to re-let.  We estimate the average maintenance cost per property alone is likely to be around £2,500.  

Increased levels of void properties would also mean a loss of rental income and may impact on the analysis that boroughs have carried out relating to reform of the Housing Revenue Account. We suggest that a loss of average rental income, for example at £100 per week, could result in a loss of between £1,400 and £2,100 per property re-let.   Depending on the number of properties that will at any time be void this could amount to a significant loss of income.
Court costs in instances of dispute could increase.  In addition, the higher levels of transience that would arise from the use of flexible tenancies are also likely to increase levels of anti-social behaviour and staffing costs in dealing with this issue.  

80% of market rents, where covered by housing benefit, combined with the increased use of the private-rented sector for housing low-income households, will result in higher housing benefit bills. 

A number of studies, including the Chartered Institute of Housing’s ‘Housing Health and Care’
 have highlighted the problems of increasing care costs with an increasingly ageing population.  General recommendations are that facilitating older people staying in their own homes –we would suggest with space for a family member or carer to stay and assist with care, could have a significant impact on the costs of social and health care.  The consultation paper has particular emotive focus on under-occupancy (targeted mostly at elderly residents) with apparently no consideration of the human or financial costs that may result – particularly on social and health care.  

The proposals in this consultation paper along with those relating to housing benefit changes will force many vulnerable and ordinary low-income households out of Central and Inner London borough. The impact (including financial costs) will be on outer London boroughs and councils on the edges of London.  Movement from inner to outer London boroughs will impact on existing social infrastructure and public services. We wonder whether this impact has been fully costed?

6.    The consultation process

We are concerned at the short time period (eight weeks including a national holiday period) for consultation and that several of the proposals put forward in the consultation document have already been included in the Localism Bill. The Bill is due for its second reading on the day the consultation closes. It seems that this is in breach of the recently published new Coalition Government’s Compact
 with the VCS, which details the Government’s commitment to:

‘give early notice of forthcoming consultations, where possible, allowing enough time for CSOs [civil society organisations] to involve their service users, beneficiaries, members, volunteers and trustees in preparing responses. Where it is appropriate, and enables meaningful engagement, conduct 12-week formal written consultations, with clear explanations and rationale for shorter time-frames or a more informal approach.’ 

It also raises concerns that opportunities to influence the policy outcome are limited so that Government will not be able to fulfil their commitment to:

‘consider providing feedback (for example through an overall government response) to explain how respondents have influenced the design and development of policies, programmes and public services, including where respondents’ views have not been acted upon.’

Of even greater concern are the inconsistencies between proposals in the consultation document and the Localism Bill. For example, the consultation document implies that existing tenants would retain their current rights to a secured or assured tenancy even when they transfer to another property. However, the Localism Bill commits to this reassurance only in situations of mutual exchange, but makes no mention of other circumstances such as local authority transfer schemes.

These issues can only add to growing cynicism about the Government’s commitment to involving people in service development and delivery, a key principle of its ‘Big Society’ flagship policy. It also risks reducing such involvement now and in the future: few people will wish to engage in tokenistic consultation exercises where it appears that decisions have already been taken.

Even if this is a case of short timescales reducing the opportunity for consultation rather than a deliberate ploy to reduce involvement, the speed of the reforms should be reconsidered. The recent House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee’s report
 on the abolition of quangos raised concerns that the quango cutbacks had been carried out without "meaningful consultation" and without properly defined tests. They also said that ministers had missed opportunities to show the ‘Big Society’ agenda in action by handing more powers to charity, and to save more tax payer money. Their report suggests that the Government should learn from these mistakes and not conduct future reviews in the same way. The current consultation process suggests that these recommendations have been ignored.
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Please find information, on the organisations responding together in this response below. 
London Civic Forum is a hub for civic engagement in London and provides a focus for civic activity at a strategic level. Through our key activities of championing civic engagement, clarifying power systems, being a relationship-broker and connecting city-wide information and issues to advance delivery on the local level, we aim to increase and improve civic participation in London.  www.londoncivicforum.org.uk
London Voluntary Services Council brings London voluntary and community sector organisations together to learn and share best practice and to create a co-ordinated voice to influence policy makers. We provide policy briefings, up-to-date information on management and funding, advice and support for voluntary and community groups, topical e-bulletins and short courses for those working in the sector.  www.lvsc.org.uk
London Tenants Federation is an umbrella organisation bringing together London’s borough-wide council tenants’ federations and organisation, some of which also represent housing association tenants. It provides a strong democratic and accountable regional tenant voice, has representation on the Mayor’s Housing Forum and links with other voluntary and community sector groups with an interest in housing and planning issues in London.  www.londontenants.org
London Federation of Housing Co-operatives brings together London’s Housing Co-operatives

Camden Federation of Private Tenants is an independent voluntary organisation run by and for private tenants in Camden.  We were set up in 1980 to help the borough's private tenants organise and campaign for better protection, rights and services. www.cfpt.org.uk
Just Space is a network of community groups, voluntary sector organisations and special interest groups, formed to act as a voice for Londoners at grass-roots level during the preparation and examination of major planning strategies.  http://justspace2010.wordpress.com
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