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DEVELOPING HOUSING STRATEGY IN A POST CREDIT CRUNCH WORLD
Tenants & Residents Organisations of England (TAROE)
Confederation of Co-operative Housing (CCH)

National Federation of Tenant Management Organisations (NFTMOs)

Developing housing strategy 
in a post credit crunch world
Joint submission to the Housing Reform Green Paper 
Summary of key points

1 The three national tenant organisations are the national representative voice of tenants in England and need to be central to the Housing Reform Green Paper debate.  
2 We call for the National Tenant Voice to be established as quickly as possible under the proposals submitted by the NTV Project Group, which have been generally endorsed through the extensive tenant consultation on the NTV.

3 At the heart of post credit crunch housing reform in a “fair” society must be a firm commitment to maintain and improve standards for the most vulnerable in our society.  This particularly requires an ongoing commitment to full security of tenure for all social housing tenants. 

4 Security of tenure for both social and private sector tenants should be developed and enhanced through the introduction of the Law Commission’s single tenancy.

5 We support providing additional employment advice and support.  However, we do not support any proposed connections between security of tenure and employment, and we do not consider that there is any evidence to suggest that such an approach would lead to greater levels of employment.
6 We do not support the principle of a “pay rent as you earn” system in the current environment – because it would be seen as means testing and would enhance paternalism and the “us and them” culture.  
7 We call for an independent review of social housing allocations systems, led independently by a senior member of the judiciary, and involving the national tenant organisations and leading housing professionals.

8 A housing reform debate must be informed by the new financial realities.  A wide swathe of low to middle income earners will now never be able to access individual home ownership.  The new environment brings an opportunity to develop a national debate about the balance between different tenures, based on objective research about aspirations, post credit crunch realities, and future population estimates.

9 We do not support any additional public resources to support people into home ownership; although we do support advising potential home owners about the vulnerability of owner occupation; and we support providing support for the victims of the current economic tragedy.  In general, public resources should be used to increase the supply of social rented housing.

10 We welcome the advent of the Tenant Services Authority and the Homes & Communities Agency, and welcome that their remit includes developing tenant and community empowerment.  

11 We are seriously concerned that the current housing reform debate does not include reference to tenant and community empowerment or community ownership – the very models that may provide attractive alternatives.   We particularly consider that community ownership models should be explored to provide a seamless transition from “social housing” to community based forms of owner occupation.
12 We support proposals for a properly tapered housing benefit system.
13 We support proposals that private tenancies should fall within the remit of the National Tenant Voice.  We also support proposals to enhance the rights and standards of private tenants.  However, we do not consider that extending private renting is likely to play a significantly greater role in housing the UK population.
14 The housing reform debate should be a national debate that particularly involves tenants nationally, but which also asks the whole community how we house our growing population.
For further information on this submission, please contact Nic Bliss at info@cch.coop   07947 019287
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1
The three National Tenant Organisations
1.1 TAROE, NFTMOs & CCH are the three national tenants’ organisations recognised by Government.  Formally, we largely represent social housing tenants
, our partnership bringing together a range of tenant interests and experience, but we also speak for residents who share communities with social housing tenants, and we support tenants of private landlords. 
1.2 We have played a recent constructive and positive role to support and develop English housing strategy through:
· considerable voluntary work with CLG officers to play a leading role in transforming the Government’s initiative to set up the National Tenant Voice into an organisation that will be accepted by tenants and which can deliver real benefits to tenants nationally; developing and leading one of the most extensive tenant consultation programmes on the NTV, where the majority generally supported our proposals

· supporting the Housing & Regeneration Bill through our evidence to the Select Committee and in meetings with relevant Ministers

· welcoming the establishment of the Tenant Services Authority (and its forthcoming cross domain remit) and the Homes & Communities Agency, and discussing with relevant officers how we can help to make these initiatives successful

· participating in numerous Government initiatives such as the Cole Review, the review of tenant management arrangements and the Council Housing Finance review

1.3 Disappointingly the current debate within the CLG on the intended Housing Reform Green Paper has not as yet involved the three national tenant organisations, and consequently it lacks the views of the tenant movement.  Our submission has been drawn up to reflect the views of tenants nationally, and to ensure a tenant contribution to this debate.
2 Crisis?  What crisis?  
2.1 No current consideration of housing reform could start from anywhere other than the major international crisis on the money markets, which has had and will have seismic implications on the methods we use to house the UK population.  Allied to this problem, our housing strategy also needs to reflect that the UK is now officially moving into recession, with all the consequent problems that that will bring, such as growing unemployment.
2.2 We have noted with concern that debates within the housing establishment have tended towards ongoing support for proposals developed prior to the financial crisis.  Even now, the general thrust of debate is still prefixed by “when lending gets back to normal” under the assumption that in a few years time, everything will return to how it was.  
2.3 Our reading of the situation is that lending will never return to where it was.  The primary responsibility of housing reform must be to map how best to house the UK population in this new environment, whilst preserving individual rights and community infrastructure.  
3 Strengthening tenants’ rights
3.1 We represent some of the most vulnerable people in our society who potentially could be the first to suffer as the international financial crisis and recession takes hold.  
3.2 In a fair society, we must retain a commitment that standards should not drop for the most vulnerable in our society as economic circumstances deteriorate.  In fact, we should aim to strengthen and build tenants’ rights to ensure that the social rented housing becomes more attractive and available for all.
3.3 Security of tenure lies at the heart of social rented housing – the knowledge that if a tenant pays their rent and generally behaves in a social fashion, they will be able to live in their home and participate in their community for as long as they wish to.  No tenant would be able to understand or support any weakening of this basic concept.
3.4 We go further than that.  The Law Commission’s single tenancy should be introduced for all tenants.  The tenancy agreement forms the legal basis of the relationship between tenant and landlord.  Whilst uniform rents have been introduced for social housing, uniform tenancies have not, resulting in each council and housing association interpreting tenancy law with their own bespoke conditions of tenancy; legal costs and challenges; and a limited understanding of their legal rights amongst tenants.
3.5 Introducing the single tenancy and setting a national standard would:

· introduce a level playing field across the sector
· help tenants to understand their legal rights

· save the landlord and the courts costs and time
· assist regulation

3.6 We support the principle of providing support and guidance to tenants on employment, and particularly welcome opportunities for young people.  However, no tenant can support weakening tenants’ security of tenure in order to achieve better employment statistics, especially as we enter a period of rising unemployment.  We consider that it is a populous and unproven myth that it is social housing per se that leads to tenants not seeking employment.  Social housing has been defined as being available for vulnerable people – it is therefore not surprising that it houses a greater percentage of people who are unemployed.
3.7 We also do not support the principle of a “pay rent as you earn” system.  Firstly, it would not be possible to introduce such a system without weakening security of tenure, and secondly, in the current paternalistic environment, such an approach would inevitably be seen as means testing and would serve to entrench the “us and them” culture.  
3.8 As greater numbers of people need or want a social housing home, tensions have arisen about allocations systems.  The current system is open to abuse and is full of disparities.  We call for an independent enquiry into social housing allocations systems, led independently by a senior member of the judiciary, and involving the national tenant organisations and leading housing professionals.

3.9 Tensions in allocations are primarily caused by a shortage of supply.  We need to focus on increasing the supply of social rented housing.

3.10 We also consider that there are some issues that need to be particularly considered in the light of the financial crisis:

· the lack of liquidity in the banking system is requiring some social landlords to review their business plans (eg. to compensate for the collapse of shared ownership and sales programmes; possible loss of reserves in Icelandic banks; increasing contributions to pension funds).   All of this may result in cuts in services to tenants (eg. changes to decent homes programmes; reducing repairs services; reducing support services for the elderly and the vulnerable; less action to tackle anti-social behaviour).  We need to ensure that standards do not fall. 
· we should ensure that tenants involved in current stock transfers from local authorities to housing associations get the full facts on the implications of the credit crunch on offer document promises.  
· we should protect tenants of failing housing associations.  They should have choice over who their landlord becomes, and if a large association fails, it should be broken up so that tenants can choose a local community based solution.
· we should ensure that grant rates for new housing development rise to reflect increased credit costs in order to maintain standards.
4 Crisis?  What crisis?  Unpacking individual home ownership
4.1 A housing strategy that continues to be based on assisting low income people into individual home ownership is a triumph of dogma over good sense.  A primary reason for the credit crunch has been irresponsible sub-prime lending to draw in people who were unlikely to be able to sustain individual home ownership through other means.  To continue to promote this as a housing strategy is piling irresponsibility onto irresponsibility.  In the new financial world, there is now a wide swathe of low to middle income earners who will never be able to access individual home ownership.
4.2 With a owner occupancy rate that exceeds most other European countries, English housing reform should start a fundamental national debate about the balance of tenures, and how we house the English population using alternative tenures that could be attractive to the people now unable to access individual home ownership.
4.3 Most debates about individual home ownership start from an assumption that most people “aspire to home ownership”.  Whilst figures supplied to us by the CLG suggest that the majority of those already in home ownership and those in private renting do want to own their own homes, they also suggest that less than half of council and housing association housing tenants do (ie. the people who know the reality of living in a council or housing association home).  Supposed “aspirations” to owner occupation are skewed by either negative perceptions or by the lack of any alternative for most people to owner occupation. 
4.4 There is a need for objective research into what people really aspire to and consideration of factors that should determine national housing strategy.  We have drawn up the following thumbnail sketch to illustrate that owner occupation may not be all it is cracked up to be, either for the individuals or for the community as a whole.
	Factor
	Owner occupation
	Private renting
	Social renting

	Security
	Dependent on personal circumstances
	Dependent on landlord
	Full security of tenure

	Choice
	Dependent on ability to pay; limited choice in a negative housing market
	Dependent on ability to pay
	Limited due to shortage of homes

	Mobility
	Limited in a negative housing market
	The easiest sector for mobility
	Limited due to shortage of homes

	Ability to improve
	Able to improve the home
	Probably not able to improve
	Right to improve subject to considerations

	Decision-making powers
	Able to make decisions
	Not able to make decisions
	Should be able to make decisions

	Independence
	Theoretical independence
	Dependent on landlord
	Dependent on landlord

	Community 
	May be weaker
	May be weaker
	May be stronger

	Vulnerability to market change
	Extreme vulnerability
	Possible vulnerability
	The least vulnerability

	Asset building
	Theoretical asset building
	Not possible to build asset
	Not possible to build asset

	Efficient asset management
	Can be inefficient and subject to private building companies
	Can be inefficient and subject to private building companies
	Should be much more efficient asset management

	Under occupation?
	Considerable under occupation
	Possible overcrowding?
	A small amount of under occupation

	New build standards?
	Often low new build standards
	Often low new build standards
	High new build standards 

	Stigma
	Presented by Governments and the media as the only option of choice
	Generally seen as a temporary option
	An unjustified stigma due to public policy and negative media


4.5 This thumbnail sketch is not intended to be conclusive, but we ask two fundamental questions:
· is owner occupation the prevailing “aspiration” for many because of fear of a lack of quality alternatives either now or in the future?  If so, is this a good basis for a national housing strategy?
· how much should a national publicly funded housing strategy be used to enable the development of personal assets?
4.6 The flipside of a housing policy that actively encourages individual owner occupation for those that can afford it is that there will always be an underclass who can’t afford it and who become a “problem” reliant on the goodwill of home owners – a group of people who will always be seen as helpless and needy and not encouraged to make the best of their lives resulting in the debilitating paternalism and the “us and them” culture of the social housing system that traps and institutionalises its occupants.
4.7 It is estimated that the UK population will reach 71 million by 2031, increasing by 4.4 million by 2016.  Our elderly population will increase from 16% in 2006 to 22% by 2031.  And household demographics are towards smaller and greater numbers of households.  
4.8 A national housing strategy where over 70% of our homes are occupied on the basis of how much people can afford to pay is not an efficient way to housing our growing population.  Housing systems should be introduced where four components determine where people live:
· the ability to pay

· a household’s circumstances and needs

· a local community’s circumstances and needs

· the availability of employment

4.9 Housing reform needs to start a debate about the role that owner occupation should play without making the automatic assumption that it is the only form of tenure that could ever be attractive to our population.
4.10 None of the above is intended as saying that we should not be doing what we can to rescue the victims of the current economic tragedy – ie. those who have been encouraged into individual home ownership they cannot afford.  
4.11 We support individual home ownership or shared ownership where the individuals concerned can afford that tenure model.  What we are saying is that public money should not be used to promote owner occupation or the development of personal assets, and should not be squandered on vain attempts to maintain unsustainable low income home ownership
4.12 We should also ensure that tenants and others considering Right to Buy or buying homes through other means are given clear advice about their vulnerability in current markets.
5 Community ownership and tenant & community empowerment
	“There are few issues so complex, few problems so knotty, that they cannot be tackled and solved by the innate common sense and genius of local people.  With the right support, guidance and advice, community groups and organisations have a huge, largely latent, capacity for self-government and self-organisation.  That people should have the maximum influence, control and ownership over the decisions, forces and agencies which shape their lives and environments is the essence of democracy.  There are few ideas more powerful, or more challenging.  People with power are seldom willing to give it up readily; people without power are seldom content to remain enslaved”.  
Rt Hon Hazel Blears MP in her introduction to “Communities in Control: Real people, real power” – Communities & Local Government 2008



5.1 Despite limited steps towards enabling residents to have a say on the services they receive, the social housing sector remains firmly entrenched in paternalism and cultural intransigence to the community empowerment and ownership in Hazel Blears’ vision.  In 2007, the National Housing Federation commissioned the Tenant Involvement Commission to explore the relationship between tenants and landlords in the housing association sector.  In its What Tenants Want report, it concluded that much of the housing association sector has a “paternalistic get what you are given culture”.  Peter Marsh, the Chief Executive of the Tenant Services Authority, has endorsed this, stating that only a quarter of housing associations are engaging with their residents as they should do.
5.2 There are some positive signs that things might be starting to change.  The setting up of the Tenant Services Authority and Homes & Communities Agency may herald a new dawn.  A new National Tenant Voice, set up under the proposals made by the NTV project group, may be able to lead an agenda for change.  And the National Housing Federation’s Code of Accountability and Service Delivery will also drive up standards.  
5.3 But we are still a long way from Hazel Blears’ bold and exciting vision, and given that the community empowerment debate is being led in Government through the CLG, it is difficult to understand why it does not already form the cornerstone of the CLG’s debate on housing reform.
5.4 Initial research being carried out by Birmingham University’s Centre for Urban & Regional Studies (CURS) for the Commission for Co-operative & Mutual Housing, is starting to show that community owned housing organisations can:
· work effectively as housing organisations
· be sustainable in economic, ecological and social terms
· produce a wide variety of community benefits, including mutual support networks and individual and community self-responsibility
· have a positive influence on health, well-being and belonging
· help to provide motivation and life options for individuals involved 
· be a supportive environment for particular groups of people (eg. younger/elderly people; black & minority ethnic communities)
· be an important anchor for communities and neighbourhoods
· have a unique potential to maintain affordable housing supply in the aftermath of the global financial crisis
· provide an attractive community ownership option as an alternative to middle to low income families who can no longer afford individual home ownership options
· potentially cross boundaries between people of different incomes
5.5 Developing effective tenant and community empowerment will lead to improvements in services to and quality of life for tenants.  It should be built into the central fabric, culture and core of social housing from the most senior member of staff down.  Councils and housing associations should take an ongoing, pro-active and systematic approach to encouraging tenants to get involved in decision-making.  
5.6 Positive steps should be taken by all landlords towards community ownership and control, with sufficient resources provided to build, develop and sustain tenant and community empowerment.  In the meantime, recognising that community ownership will require a major cultural change process, those who govern social housing landlords should seek to govern on the basis of what their tenants want – and should usually only make decisions in the knowledge of tenant views. 
5.7 Social housing should be available to all to provide a seamless transition from social renting to community based forms of owner occupation, eliminating the stigma of social housing.  This seamless transition could be achieved by two means:
· introducing a properly tapered housing benefit system
· through Community Land Trusts and the Mutual Home Ownership model, where people buy equity shares in the mutual home ownership society according to their ability to pay.
6 Developing private renting
6.1 As social housing tenants, we have previously expressed our concerns about the rights and vulnerabilities of tenants of private landlords.  In developing the National Tenant Voice, we initially proposed that it should also cover private tenants.  Given that the NTV stemmed from Cave Review on regulation of social housing, it was considered that its initial remit should be social housing, but we have ensured that the NTV proposals leave open the possibility that the NTV could include private tenancies within its remit in the future.

6.2 Rights and standards for private tenants need to be strengthened.  One way of achieving this might be through the introduction of the single tenancy.  We also generally support the principles in the Rugg report of a private landlord licensing system, and methods to encourage and support good private landlords.

6.3 However, we are sceptical that any measures will enable the private rented sector to play a significantly larger role in providing housing.
7 Conclusions

7.1 The world’s financial crisis is telling us something – whilst a housing system based on owner occupation has a veneer of independence and security, when push comes to shove, it is riven with uncertain, insecurity and danger.  In this environment, social housing systems are to be treasured and valued.  The Government now needs to BIG UP social rented housing, find ways to make it more attractive and recognise that we will only be able to house our population through a large escalation of provision of social rented housing.

7.2 This is the mission of housing reform in 2008/9.  The housing reform debate should not be a sterile debate confined to the housing establishment or the pages of Inside Housing.  It should be a national debate, open to tenants, residents and communities nationally, about how we are going to house our growing population, and what changes we need to make to our housing system in the new world.
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� 	We do not like the term social housing in that it brings particular connotations.  However, we have referred to it for ease of reference in this paper.






