
Shelter’s Social Housing Commission 

A vision for the future of public housing 



Shelter’s Social Housing Commission

• Set up in January 2018 in response to Grenfell fire 

• 16 commissioners from all walks of life, with both major political 
parties represented

• Chaired by Rev Mike Long, Notting Hill Methodist Church

• Public events and discussions across the country throughout 
2018

• 30,000 members of the public told us their views on the future of 
public housing, alongside hundreds of organisations



The Housing Crisis – 3.1 Million Households



The Housing Crisis – 3.1 Million Households



Housing at the top of the domestic agenda

• Housing now top 5 issue for public. Above 
education, crime and defence

• Where ‘affordability of housing’ is the number 
one issue marginal voters think has got worse 
in recent years

• PM’s no 1 domestic priority 



Context: tenure change

• There has been a 
dramatic change to 
how we live

• Decline of home 
ownership and social 
renting, rise of 
insecure and 
expensive private 
renting 

Trends in tenure since 1980



Tenure change

• The change is 
particularly dramatic 
among those on low 
income households.

Trends in tenure: low income households



Housing problems and homelessness

• These shifts – and the rise in private renting - are what are driving 
homelessness and housing injustice

 90

 95

 100

 105

 110

 115

 120

 125

 130

 135

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

London rent PRS London (inner) FT wage England FT wage

CPI (excluding housing England rent PRS

Rents, Prices and Wages since 2008, Index
Source; EHS, ASHE and CPI



Housing problems and homelessness
• The end of a short term private rented tenancy is now the single lead cause of homelessness

Cause of homelessness (index: 2009)



Housing problems and homelessness

• High rents are also hurting 
aspiration – private renters find it 
very hard to save up for the 
future 

• In fact, many are having to cut 
back simply to afford the rent 



How did we get here? 

• At its root, the 
housing crisis is 
driven by an 
under-supply of 
homes that 
people can afford

• Building in all 
tenures has 
declined over 
several 
generations



How did we get here? 
• This is partly a failure of the private sector: dominated by a business model that, distorted by high 

land costs, only tends to build small numbers of mostly unattractive, unaffordable homes 

Decline of private sector building since 1946



How did we get here? 

• However, a large 
part is the 
complete 
withdrawal of the 
public sector from 
building



The rise and fall of social housing

• Social housing was the cross-party 
solution to the housing crisis of 
the 1930s and 1940s.

• First built by a Conservative 
council, In the 19th Century. 

• After WW2 it was defined by high 
quality homes for workers on 
typical incomes. ‘Homes fit for 
heroes’.

• Seen as aspirational and for the 
upwardly mobile. Low rents 
helped people save, secure 
tenancies provided stability.



The rise and fall of social housing

“I said that if we are to enable citizens to lead a full 

life, if they are each to be aware of the problems of 

their neighbours, then they should be all drawn 

from the different sections of the community and 

we should try to introduce in our modern villages 

what was always the lovely feature of English and 

Welsh villages, where the doctor, the grocer, the 

butcher and farm labourer all lived in the same 

street. I believe that is essential for the full life of a 

citizen. I believe it is a necessary biological 

background for modern life and I believe it leads to 

the enrichment of every member of the community 

to live in communities of that sort”

- Nye Bevan, 1947 



The rise and fall of social 
housing

But a generation ago, in the 1970s, 
the decision was taken by 
policymakers to withdraw 
investment in new public homes…

Between 2012-2016, the 
government did not commit a 
single penny of grant to the supply 
of new build social housing 



The rise and fall of social housing

…and switch state support for 
those on low incomes to 
housing benefit.

As the number of people stuck 
in private renting grew, and 
rents went up, the housing 
benefit bill grew larger and 
larger. Today, it costs £24bn a 
year, while we spend £1bn on 
new social housing. 



The rise and fall of social housing

• Under-supply of social housing has led 
to rationing. ‘Housing as last resort’ only 
for those in the greatest need.

• And it doesn’t even perform that, with 
300,000 people homeless in the UK 
today. 

• Social housing no longer serves those on 
ordinary incomes, who are left to the 
private rented sector 

From the 1960s to 2017, the 
proportion of social renters on 
below average incomes went from 
62% to 80%

In 2016/2017, 63% of social lettings 
were to households in the bottom 
20% of the income spectrum



The rise and fall of social housing 

• Partly as a result of this, 
and partly as a result of 
some poor quality builds 
in the 50s and 60s, the 
reputation of social 
housing has suffered

• It has been stigmatised 
with growing prejudice 
around sink estates, 
poverty and anti-social 
behaviour.



The rise and fall of social housing

• The decline of social housing has also 
impacted on home ownership

• In the 1980s, 30% of all first time buyers 
came via social housing. That number 
today is 4%. 

• As stocks sold under Right to Buy were 
not replaced, future generations are 
now stuck in the private rented sector 
with no hope of either buying or a social 
home.



The rise and fall of social housing

“A service for poor people is a poor 
service”

As social housing became seen as 
‘housing of last resort’, it became 
easier for providers and politicians 
to ignore or neglect tenants. 

This is what Grenfell United are 
campaign to change



A vision for the future of social housing

The Commission’s headline calls:

• Bringing social housing back to its roots as housing for those 
on a range of incomes.

• Aiming to build 150,000 new high quality social rented units a 
year,  back in line with the post-war era. A twenty year 
programme should deliver 3.1 million new, high quality social 
rented homes. In 2017 we built 6,000. 

• Aimed at  individuals and families in housing crisis, but also 
two groups currently trapped in private renting and not 
eligible for social housing: young renters and elderly renters on 
typical incomes.  



Who are we trying to help?



Bigger AND better

The Commission also outlines how social housing providers need to become 
more accountable to their tenants, to make it fit for the 21st century:

• A new ‘consumer regulator’ for both social and private renters, with Ofsted 
style powers of inspections and enforcement of standards

• All tenants should be able to refer their concerns directly to this regulator, 
with no barriers or pre-conditions (e.g. the current ‘social detriment’ test)

• All providers should actively support the formation of tenant panels, and 
Govt should establish an independent tenants’ voice organisation

• Encourage Co-operative and Mutual housing models for social and 
community benefit



How to pay

• Delivery requires investment via grant – around £10 billion a year, from £1bn a year.

• Estimate that the government would get HALF  back each year in savings on housing 
benefit and increased tax revenue from a boost to the construction sector.

• This leaves a maximum net cost of £5bn a year within the twenty year programme.

• After 39 years, the programme will have paid for itself – and thereafter produce a profit 
for the government AND a National Asset

• For context, the government capital expenditure budget is around £60bn a year. 

• Even more impact if strengthen Government ability of to access land more cheaply 
through land reform.





Next steps 

• 3 year Shelter campaign aimed at influencing and mobilising the 
public as well as politicians; aim to build a movement around our 
vision.

• Policy and research programme to flesh out ideas in more detail

• Building and supporting coalitions to form calling for change

• Aiming at influencing the Spending Review and Queen’s Speech this 
year – big moments to pass budgets and legislation necessary to 
achieve our vision  


