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Executive Summary
Britain has a housing crisis of epic proportions. We need to
fundamentally change the housing system if we are to deliver
housing for the many rather than private profits for the few. To
achieve this we need national policy change. In the meantime, local
authorities must use all the tools at their disposal.
The principles that underpin this report are that decent housing is a right, and inequality
of access to affordable housing is an injustice that government must remedy. Housing
security is essential to ensure participation in all major aspects of life including: securing
employment, contributing to local communities, accessing stable education and caring
for friends, family and neighbours. Decent housing is a basic need. Meeting this need for
everyone is an over-arching principle that our housing policy should speak to.
The failures of market-led strategies put pressure on local authorities and voluntary and
community organisations and groups to come up with alternative approaches – for the
short-term as well as for the longer term future. While such approaches are just sticking
plasters at the moment, without more significant finance for council housing and more
powers over land, some options are better than others.
This report explores a range of options that are being developed in the here and now
whilst continuing to campaign for longer term solutions, setting out the potential benefits of these options– as well as their potential limitations. The focus is on increasing
the supply of secure, social housing, as part of these wider strategies for the longer
term. The report is aimed at councillors, housing policy makers and housing activists
looking to develop alternatives.
We give examples to show that local authorities can partner with developers without
sacrificing community interests and social needs. And they can support and encourage
voluntary and community sector initiatives to develop housing to meet social needs. But
there are significant risks and challenges to be addressed as limited public finance can
open the door to private interests dominating. There are evidently lessons too, in terms
of innovative approaches to tenants and resident and wider community involvement, as
well as in terms of the development of sustainable communities.
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To build 200,000 good quality, socially rented homes a year and at least 100,000
private sector homes by the end of the next Parliament – at safe and environmentally sustainable standards supported by full community facilities. This would require
national funds to complement the recent announcement removing the restrictions
on local authority borrowing.
To protect the supply of land, necessitating legislation to prevent the sale of public
land, together with taxes on land and powers to facilitate compulsory purchase to
prevent land banking by private developers.
To significantly increase investment in training for the construction industry.
To safeguard the existing stock of public housing by ending the Right to Buy.
To ensure housing associations revert to being non-profit organisations.
To guarantee security of tenure for private tenants, with legislation to implement
rent controls.
To protect all tenants and enable them to have an effective voice.
To abolish the spare room / bedroom tax along with the total benefit cap.
To repeal the 2016 Housing and Planning Act.
To significantly increase the supply of housing suitable for the disabled and elderly.

Whilst campaigning for such changes at the national level, local authorities may also
like to consider which model(s) to adopt locally, in the interim. The following recommendations stem from the evidence collected in this report.
1. Local authorities should play their part in ensuring that public land must remain in
the public sector to be available for future generations and to reduce land speculation. New developments must contain an asset lock.
2. Local authorities should seek to influence the strategies of registered providers/
housing associations. They should be very clear that they will only partner with
those whose strategy is to maintain their social mission, to charge truly affordable
rents and to involve and listen to their tenants and the wider community.
3. The planning framework should maximise the construction of social housing and
councils should stick to their guns in implementation stages.
4. Councils should consider facilitating the development of mutual support via cohousing amongst groups such as older people, especially where there is a shortage
of such housing.
5. Democratic community structures should be supported. Where local authority companies lead on development there should be full accountability and transparency
and the wider community should be involved in the development at every stage.
6. Where housing for sale needs to be included in order to fund a new development
this should not be supplied in any way as separate from the socially rented housing.
Councils should also negotiate wider planning gains such as environmental standards and community facilities and these gains should be negotiated with full consultation with local communities.
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For real, substantial change, national policy changes are urgently needed. In summary a
progressive government would need to aim:
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“

We need to
provide housing
for the many
rather than
private profits for
the few

”
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Introduction
Britain has a housing crisis of epic proportions evidenced by rises
in rough sleeping through to the hidden homelessness of sofa
surfing amongst Generation Rent. As the Labour Party Green
Paper confirms, ‘Whatever measure you choose, Britain’s housing
system is broken’.1 Even Conservative local authorities now
recognise the urgent need to respond by building more low-cost
rented homes.2 But local authorities have been denied the powers
and resources to meet these challenges on their own.
National policy changes are crucially important if local authorities are to be empowered to intervene effectively. The case for these national policy changes has
already been set out in previous CLASS publications, including the present authors’
earlier Policy Paper on Tackling the housing crisis: Alternatives to declining standards, displacement and dispossession.3
In our previous publication we argue that decent housing is a right, and inequality
of access to affordable housing is an injustice that a new government must remedy. Housing security is essential to ensure participation in all major aspects of
life including: securing employment, contributing to local communities, accessing
stable education and caring for friends, family and neighbours. These principles
also underpin this current work. Duncan Bowie’s book on Radical Solutions to the
Housing Supply Crisis4 also provides extremely valuable and more detailed discussion of the policies needed to develop effective alternative policies nationally. The
priorities for change at the national level are summarised in the conclusion to this
report.
This policy paper should be read in conjunction with these national policy proposals. The housing crisis is not going to be tackled without such policy changes at
national government level.
But given the urgency of the crisis, local authorities cannot simply wait for the
election of a new government. Meanwhile voluntary and community organisations,
activists and groups have been campaigning vigorously – and making a difference
(as in the campaign against the 2016 Housing and Planning Act). And they have
been developing their own strategies for addressing the crisis in the here and now.
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This report explores a range of possible local strategies for building social housing, setting out the potential benefits of these options– as well as their potential limitations. The
focus is on increasing the supply of secure, social housingi alongside decent and truly
affordable housingii for the rest of the rented market.
The report is aimed at councillors, housing policy makers and housing activists looking
to develop alternatives. There is no magic bullet without considerably increased funds
for social housing -specifically council housing - at national as well as local levels, and
the other national policy changes across sectors that are outlined in the conclusion. But
this report shows that innovative councils and voluntary and community organisations
and groups are taking positive action meantime, showing that at least some progress is
achievable, even in the short term.

Sections that follow
•

Section 2 sets the national policy context.

•

Section 3 illustrates some of the ways in which local policy responses have
been going wrong and provides the background against which to explore a 		
range of interventions in more detail.

•

Section 4 looks at the role of housing associations/ registered providers.

•

Section 5 explores local authority ventures involving the private sector.

•

Section 6 deals with the contribution of voluntary and community-based 		
approaches.

•

Section 7 summarises the implications for policy and practice in the short 		
term, as part of strategies to develop alternative ways of tackling the 		
housing crisis for the longer term, providing secure, sustainable and 		
truly affordable homes in democratically accountable ways.

•

Section 8 contains our conclusions and recommendations.
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We need democratically accountable local strategies for the short to medium term as
part of longer term national strategies to provide secure homes for all, with council housing at the heart – providing housing for the many rather than private profits for the few.
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National Policy Context
The housing crisis has been well documented, affecting the
living standards and causing stress among millions of
households. Social housing has been sold off but not replaced at
anything like the necessary rate. This has been part of a
determined strategy to reduce the council housing sector.
1.8m homes were sold under the Right to Buy between 1980-81 and 2013-14. In
2012, when this seemed to have slackened, the Government increased discounts
(up to £103,900 in London and £77,900 in the rest of England) and reinvigorated
demand for the Right to Buy as shown on the graph below. Local authorities were
allowed to keep the receipts from Right to Buy from 2012 but these could only be
used to subsidise up to 30% of a new property which was to be let at a so called
‘affordable’ rent of 80% of market rent.5
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Figure 1: Source: Table 678: annual social housing sales by scheme for England (includes chart) Available at:
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-social-housing-sales#social-housingsales

In the Housing and Planning Act 2016, the Government legislated to facilitate voluntary sales by housing associations to their 1.3m tenant households who didn’t
already have the preserved right to buy when large scale stock transfer off council
homes took place6, financing the discounts by forcing local authorities to sell of
their high value housing, thus further diminishing the supply of social housing. In
the event, this latter requirement - forcing local authorities to fund this extension of
the Right to Buy - has not yet been implemented, largely as the result of campaigning on a massive scale.
Meanwhile the supply of new socially rented homes has been tailing off. Under
Conservative Housing Minister Harold Macmillan, construction rose to 348,000
new homes in 1954, 239,580 of which were council houses – which shows what
could be done, even under a Conservative government.
We could get back to this rate of increasing the supply. But the failure to maintain
construction since the 1980s and the backlog of unmet demand will inevitably
mean that the current crisis will take time to address. Under the Thatcher government restrictions on council borrowing decimated the supply of new council housing. In the private sector, the supply of new homes has also declined as the market
has favoured land hoarding over construction to ensure prices remain artificially
high. Despite repeated government announcements on increasing the supply to
300,000 net additional homes a year on average by the mid-2020s, housing starts
are actually falling, reflecting, among other factors, the weakened economy following the Brexit decision.
Access to home ownership has become increasingly problematic too. The number of 25-34 year-olds owning their own home has dropped from 59% to just 38%
during the past 13 years, the private rented sector has grown exponentially to over
9 million households in 2018 in the UK7 - 21.8% of the population - housing those
who can no longer find secure rented accommodation in social housing.
Rents have rocketed. The private rented sector lacks effective rent regulation or security of tenure for the vast majority of housing tenants, making it problematic for
tenants to raise concerns over poor maintenance or lack of basic repairs without
risking losing their homes.
Money has flowed into housing benefit rather than housing construction with the
Office of Budget Responsibility estimating that overall housing benefit spending
in 2018-19 totalled £23.4 billion, or 2.9 per cent of total public spending every
year.8 So despite increased fundingiii and the easing of borrowing caps on local
authorities (including the surprise announcement at the Tory Party Conference
in September 2018 that the borrowing cap will be removed in 2020 if Brexit is
successful) there is not enough in the way of grants or cheap funds to support
the construction of the necessary 200,000 good quality socially rented houses a
year.iv
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UK Housing Starts (2015 - 2017)
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Figure 2: Source: TradingEconomics.com, Dept for Communities & Local Govt.

The context in summary
The failures of market-led strategies have put even greater pressure on local authorities
and voluntary and community organisations and groups to come up with alternative
approaches – for the short-term - as well as campaigning for the longer term future.
Labour’s post war vision for tackling the housing crisis was to build good quality council
housing – new communities where “the working man, the doctor and the clergyman will
live in close proximity to each other”.9
As the relevant minister, Nye Bevan, went on to explain, the full weight of this housing
programme was to rest upon local authorities rather than speculative builders, because
this was to be focussed upon providing housing for social need rather than providing
housing for private profit.10 Since the 1980s this approach has been turned upside down.
Conservative governments have been determined that housing should be provided via
the private market, with social rented housing, especially council housing, as a residual
category, only to be provided for those unable to provide for themselves. This marginalisation of council housing was reinforced by New Labour’s view that “the days of the
all-purpose local authority are gone. They are finished”11 (Blair, 1998.13). “We support
a three-way partnership between the public, private and housing association sectors”
(Labour Party, 1997). Private developers have profited as a result. But the social effects
have been disastrous, including the effects on those who live in social housing, as well
as on those who still need council housing most.

As a result of this belief in market mechanisms as the key to the
way forward, local authorities have lost powers and resources,
including human resources with the relevant construction skills
and development expertise.
Private developers and private landlords have been gaining resources and have operated with reduced restrictions. Registered providers (housing associations) have
been increasingly pressured to operate in line with the dictates of market mechanisms. And tenants and residents have been losing out, especially tenants living in
the shrinking supply of increasingly stigmatised social housing. All this has been
aggravated by austerity and local authorities’ lack of funding. Given their resource
limitations, local authorities have been looking at innovative ways of building/ rebuilding housing, including by setting up partnerships with developers. But at what
price in terms of the social effects?
The following examples illustrate ways in which housing (re)development policies
have been under the pressures of operating within such a market-dominated policy
framework. This sets the scene for the next sections, exploring the scope for more
positive alternatives, even within the current national policy context.

What Has Gone Wrong? 12

What Has Gone Wrong
at a Local Level?
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The Heygate redevelopment
Southwark Council established a consortium with the Lendlease Group in 2007, in order
to promote regeneration in the Elephant and Castle area in South London. This area included the Heygate Estate which had housed some 3,000 people, tenants and leaseholders (who had bought their properties under the Right to Buy). They were initially assured
that they would have the option of moving back onto the redeveloped estate. This would
be built at greater density, thereby generating profits from the sale of private homes
whilst still providing sufficient social housing for those who wanted to return. This sounded like a win-win deal. Except that it turned out to be a lose-lose deal for the Council as
well as for the existing tenants and residents. The Council sold off the land and bore the
costs of evicting existing residents.
There had been 1,200 social rented units previously but there were only to be 79 (subsequently increased to 82) on the redeveloped estate. And leaseholders were offered compensation of £95,480 for a one bedroom flat, whilst the lowest price advertised for a new
one bedroom flat was £310,000. As a local resident was quoted as concluding: “Lendlease is estimated to make a £200 million profit from the expropriation of our homes. We
have literally been sold out by our own council.”13 This was a Labour council engaging in
social cleansing, whether by default or even worse.

£55m
£66.5m
£194m
£0

		
Price paid by Lendlease for the
		Heygate site
		

Expected cost to Southwark Council
of the evictions

		
Expected profit to Lendlease from
		sales
		
Expected profit to Southwark from
		sales12

From the developer’s perspective, meanwhile, the social cleansing that followed was far
from incidental. It seems that the developers had expressed reservations about the cost of
providing social units; they claimed that this would have required a second lift and lobby to
separate the two types of residents adding that: “Not doing so would have significant implications on the value of the private residential properties”, i.e. this was about maximising the
profits and keeping the ‘riff-raff’ out.14
Local community activists had campaigned vigorously throughout with some victories in
the process, including victories in relation to the viability question. On being challenged
about not providing sufficient affordable homes, the developers had argued that this
would have made the scheme unviable. But they refused to reveal further details (on the
grounds of commercial confidentiality). It took three years of determined campaigning,
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Meanwhile the Heygate story illustrates a number of ways in which local authority partnerships with private developers can go wrong – right from the start. Partnerships are
not necessarily equal, far from it in fact. In this case the developer seemed to be making
all the running, leaving their local authority partner behind, trailing in their wake. There
have been lessons for housing activists and campaigners here, as well as lessons to be
learned by other local authorities too.

“

A Labour council [Haringey]
attacking its own people? This
is regeneration gone bad.
Aditya Chakrabortty, 201715

”

When local activists learnt that Haringey Council proposed to regenerate a number of
estates via a partnership with the very same developer, Lendlease, their suspicions were
aroused. The Haringey Development Vehicle involved a joint venture between Haringey
and Lendlease to deliver economic growth via town centre redevelopment and enhanced
use of the Council’s commercial portfolio and 6,400 new homes in the borough of which
40% would be ‘affordable’. Haringey would supply the land and Lendlease would provide
the money and the expertise. The scheme would be delivered through a special purpose
limited liability partnership owned 50-50 between Haringey and Lendlease. Like the
Heygate scheme before it, this was presented as a win-win. And like the Heygate scheme
before it, the HDV was criticised on a number of grounds – as a potential lose-lose.
The complexity and lack of transparency was identified as a problem from the start, together with the inherent risks. The estimated £2 billion project over a 25 year period has
been described as ‘the biggest ever sell-off of public assets in local authority history’.16
But how would this be of public benefit? There were criticisms that existing tenants were
not being given sufficiently firm guarantees of the right to return - even if they could have
afforded to take this up in the first place as the housing was only ‘affordable’ (i.e. ‘affordable’ being defined as being up to 80% market rents, and 80% of market rents would be
totally unaffordable in such areas of inner London).
As part of an active campaign of resistance, the HDV was also challenged on legal
grounds the argument being that the HDV was focussed upon making profits rather than
being focussed upon providing housing to meet housing need. Although local authorities
can promote development via Limited Liability Partnerships (LLPs) this must be in order
to provide services not to generate profits. In the event the Judicial Review process concluded in the Council’s favour, arguing that the HDV was actually focussed upon service
provision, despite the references to profit generation that were quoted in the hearing. But
by this time the whole scheme had become too controversial, with too much opposition.
The HDV was shelved until after the 2018 local elections, when new councillors were
elected, supporting a different approach, setting out to develop housing for social need
within the constraints of the current policy context – but without gambling on the family
silver.
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including the use of a Freedom of Information request, to obtain the relevant information
as the basis for more effective challenges. The wider issues of transparency and democratic accountability represent cross-cutting themes, running through this report.
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“

The planning
framework should
maximise the
construction of
social housing

”

Housing Associations /
Registered Providers
When the Thatcher governments discouraged councils
from building more council houses they sought to promote alternatives, particularly housing associations. So
were housing association part of the solution or
becoming part of the problem?
This has been contested as a strategy - from way back. Critics have suggested
that whatever the benevolent intentions, the voluntary sector can be used as a
spearhead, part of strategies to undermine more directly accountable forms of
public provision. In the 1960s the Conservative housing minister, Keith Joseph
was quite explicit about this, arguing that ‘ever-increasing municipalisation is a bad
thing; but we must provide our alternative’ i.e. via the voluntary sector.17
Back in the eighties the problems with this approach were less evident, perhaps.
Housing associations (subsequently called registered providers) were mostly
small providers, firmly located in the social housing sector. But with increasing
marketisation, mergers and acquisitions, there were mounting allegations that
housing associations were losing their roots, becoming “consumed by ‘profits’”18
acting as more commercially minded replacements for more directly accountable
local authority provision. These processes have become increasingly pronounced
under successive governments.
Meanwhile, back in the Thatcher years, in the 1980s, housing associations became
the main recipients of housing grants. And they grew in parallel, as council homes
were transferred from local authority ownership. The combined effect was to turn
housing associations into major providers of social housing – and major social
landlords. At their peak, they were building almost 40,000 homes a year for lowcost rent, according to government data. Housing associations continue to own
and operate most of these; now housing some 5.87m people19 -outstripping local
authorities by housing 10.2% of households against 7% in council homes.20
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This enhanced role for housing associations has become more and more problematic. From 2010, George Osborne, the then Chancellor of the Exchequer, cut the
budget for social housing by 60%, and then went further in 2015 by imposing a 1%
annual rent cut for four years. The money that was still available through the HCA
was switched from social rent to “affordable rent” (80% of market rent) encouraging housing associations to drop their social mission and become ordinary private
developers. The withdrawal of housing grant from social rent and then the Housing
and Planning Act 2016 have together pushed housing associations - now called
‘registered providers’- even further towards the private sector. Some, particularly
the larger housing associations/ registered providers, have embraced these market
‘opportunities’. Market sales and speculative activity accounted for 18% of turnover
in 2017 when housing associations made record profits of £3.5b.Meanwhile as
explained earlier, the Housing and Planning Act 2016 also facilitates the voluntary
Right to Buy for housing association tenants.
Do these changes signal the effective end of the provision of social housing through
registered providers? One association, Genesis, had already prompted an outcry in
2015 when Neil Hadden, the chief executive, had announced that it was contemplating ending construction for discounted rent altogether. In the event, the group did
not do so, though in 2016 only 27% of its newly-built homes were for “affordable”
rent and only a small fraction were for social rent.21 Genesis has now merged with
another association, Notting Hill, prompting very understandable anxieties among
their respective tenants.
Overall, these processes of increasing marketisation have left local authorities who
used to partner with housing associations/ registered providers with limited options. Registered providers remain important house builders with sufficient stock to
borrow or work in partnership with others who can bring resources to the table. No
wonder that they continue to feature in local and regional authority plans, even in
the present policy context.
But can they still deliver housing for social need? How far can local authorities influence the policies of registered providers? What about only partnering with those
that offer housing at a truly affordable rent rather than 80% of market value, for
example? What about making any such partnership conditional on ensuring security for tenants along with transparent decision-making processes and democratic
accountability mechanisms? Such conditions may be more readily agreed with
smaller, more local housing associations/ registered providers. But might there be
some (if limited) opportunities for partnering with larger associations too? The case
of Peabody is interesting here.
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Peabody was founded by the philanthropist George Peabody, a financier and
social reformer who built the organisation’s first estate in 1864. But like so many
other housing associations, Peabody’s social mission had been diluted since then.
In 2017 it was Brendan Sarsfield, chief executive of Peabody, who identified that
a new strategy was needed. The construction of each socially rented home had
been requiring a subsidy as high as £200,000.22 While some 70% of stock was still
let at social rents, Peabody had been constructing some very expensive flats for
sale (£835,000 for a 3 bedroom flat in the £350m Fish Island Village development
in Hackney) to enable them to continue developing new sites. This was a market-related, if not actually market-driven, approach.
Then suddenly in May 2018 Brendan Sarsfield announced that Peabody will
convert the roughly 4,000 homes it currently lets at ‘affordable’ rent (in this case
mostly 65% of market rent) to ‘London Affordable Rent,’ a tenure outlined by
Mayor Sadiq Khan in his Housing Strategy, with an average rent of £153 a week
for a two bedroom property.v While this rent is still higher than a council rent on
an older property – and so unaffordable for some in housing need - it will at least
fall within the cap for housing benefit so it will be considerably less unaffordable
in practice. The motive for this change in policy seems to be a partnership with
the Greater London Authority to build 6,000 ‘genuinely affordable’ homes by 2021
with the GLA providing the land23 a compromise with some benefits at least, if not
the preferred solution for tenants and housing activists. Critics have argued that
for every rent cut there will be thirteen rent increases, with a total bill for Peabody
tenants of some £ 2.16 million since Peabody is not committing to keep homes
that become empty at their existing social rent. These will rise to the London Affordable Rent and will more than compensate for the money lost on moving from
‘Affordable’ to ‘London Affordable Rents’.24 Still, Peabody will receive less income
on its 4000 homes through this policy compared to previous rents at 65% of market rates and so be able to build fewer houses.
Reducing rents or keeping rents at the ‘social rent’ would mean even less new
housing. This is the dilemma that councils and housing associations face in the
current policy context.
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The example of Peabody: from social agendas to market-led
agendas – and back again?

Increasing the Supply of Social Housing

Housing Associations 19

Meanwhile, at the other end of the scale...
At the other end of the scale is the Octevo Housing Solutions who are working with
the registered housing provider, Finefair Housing, and the ethical crowdsourcing
platform, Abundance, to raise up to £4,250,000 to fund the construction of 21
mostly 3-bedroom, social or affordable rental homes and nine 2-bedroom supported living flats in and around Liverpool. Investors get a three year debenture at
4.5% return. And in 50 years Finefair has the option to purchase the homes for one
pound. Crowdsourcing may be a possible way for small community-led groups,
with the support of a registered housing provider, to raise the funds to build a few
new properties.25

Working with housing associations / registered providers: in
summary
There have been examples of housing associations/ registered providers being
involved in the provision of housing in mutually beneficial ways, even in the current
policy context. But this comes with major caveats, taking account of the effects of
increasing marketisation and the lack of democratic accountability, both for tenants and for the wider community. There are dilemmas here for local authorities,
dilemmas that are especially marked in high rent areas such as London - with no
easy answers given the current policy context nationally.

As the previous section has already suggested in relation to
housing associations/ registered providers, local authorities
do still have some, if limited, choices even within the current
policy context.
They can – and do –find ways of maintaining their commitments to meeting social
needs, even when engaging with private developers. They can hold firm, when
developers attempt to disregard requirements for including truly affordable social
housing, for instance. And they can work in more productive ways in partnerships
with developers. The next two sections illustrate this.

Authorities can stand firm behind their planning requirements:
The London Borough of Islington
Islington Council has succeeded in a landmark planning case, taking on a developer who was refusing to provide affordable housing, a requirement that has been
firmly built into the Council’s planning rules. After two lengthy planning enquiries
and subsequent appeals, a High Court judge has finally backed the Council. Local
authorities can stand firm then and achieve significant planning gain - if they have
the political will to do so.
The site in question was the former Territorial Army base off Parkhurst Road,
Islington. In 2013 the developer bought this site and sought planning permission
for a residential development. But the developer’s proposal included little or no affordable housing, ignoring the Council’s longstanding requirements, arguing that it
would make the scheme unviable. So the Council refused the planning application.
It pointed out that the developer had known what the planning requirements were
when acquiring the site. If the developer had paid too much for the site, then that
was their problem.
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Engaging with the
private sector
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Two lengthy public inquiries were held, both of which concluded by supporting Islington
Council’s case. Undaunted, the developer then mounted a legal challenge against the
Planning Inspector’s decision at the High Court. The Council’s case was defended jointly
with lawyers representing the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government.
And together they won.
The Council was delighted by the High Court judgement that developers should abide
by the relevant planning guidelines – rather than overpaying for land and then trying to
bypass affordable housing requirements. Islington’s guidance is very clear, specifically
cautioning developers against overpaying for land and then using the purchase price as
a justification for providing little or no affordable housing.
This case has been seen as a landmark judgement reinforcing what Islington and a
number of other local authorities have been arguing already – that affordable housing requirements cannot be bypassed by using what has been described as the ‘dark
art’ of viability assessments to ignore planning policy requirements. The postscript to
the judgement recommended that the current, widely-used guidance on viability assessments by the Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors should be revised in order to
address any misunderstandings about market valuation concepts and techniques i.e.
viability assessments should not be used to disregard local plans. In response, the Government has actually come to recognise that the price of land in viability assessments
should be limited to its use rather than development value, putting forward proposals
to limit the ways in which developers could make promises on the provision of social
housing only to ‘later turn around and claim that they can no longer afford them’.26 Local
authorities can stand firm – and win.

Local Authority Housing Companies (LHCs)
The advantages of direct build are clear: tenants become council tenants with all the
security of tenure that implies and the potential to move within the sector; there is full
democratic accountability in the way the homes are managed; the land and housing
remain in the public sector (although they will become subject to the Right to Buy), with
rent generating funds for improvement, repairs or future development. And rents are social rents which really are truly affordable. Councils can benefit from new houses too in
the form of increased council tax and the New Homes Bonus. There is some direct build
by councils taking place but it is very limited.
The problem is finance. Councils do have access to Right to Buy receipts but these
have been limited to funding 30% of the cost of a new property. Owning the land makes
an enormous difference but there is still 70% of the construction cost to finance. The
Housing Revenue Account borrowing has been limited. Councils have addressed these
issues by setting up totally owned local authority companies and working with private
developers. These companies have the advantages of currently limiting the Right to Buy
of houses owned by the companies and of avoiding restrictions on borrowing with the
Housing Revenue Account and using finance which is marginally more flexible through
the general fund. This policy will need to be re-assessed if the borrowing cap is lifted in
2020 when direct build will probably again become the favoured option particularly as
there are issues about the transparency and accountability of local authority companies
which are discussed on the next page.
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“Local housing companies (LHCs) are independent arms-length commercial organisations wholly or partly owned by councils. They can develop, buy and manage properties
within and outside of a local authority area. The homes LHCs provide sit outside of the
local government housing financing system (Housing Revenue Account) and are not
subject to the Housing Act and most of the social/ affordable housing regulations. The
majority of LHCs are wholly owned by the council, which typically provides loan finance
and land. Most are governed by a mix of Members and officers and partly staffed by the
council and external consultants.”27
Both their research and research by the Association for Public Service Excellence
(APSE) explores ways in which “local authorities can take a more active role in housing
delivery through entrepreneurial approaches to setting up local housing companies and
innovative approaches to partnership working”.28 This research demonstrates what can
be achieved in the here and now demonstrates the growing number of such companies,
currently around 150 and set to grow to 200 by 2020.
Local authority companies can be set up for a variety of purposes. Some have been set
up to assist the council in question to become financially self-sufficient (e.g. Quercus
7 established by Sevenoaks District Council). Some, for example in Stoke and Sheffield, are set up to create a market in sub-market areas “going where private developers won’t” with the hope of changing private developers’ perceptions of development
potential in such areas over time. This is particularly the case with housing companies
financed through local authority pension funds. A new joint venture company, Matrix
Homes, was established between Greater Manchester Pension Fund and Manchester
City Council. GMPF agreed to invest over £25,000,000 to enable 240 homes to be built
on four sites owned by City Council, and also a site owned by the Homes and Community Agency.29
In the London Borough of Enfield the company was set up to purchase some street
houses for temporary housing for the homeless thus saving the Council spending on
private landlords. And some local housing companies have sought to set higher standards: the council as an exemplary private landlord, improving design and eco-homes.
In almost all cases the local housing company provides extra housing and a financial
return to the Council and enables the council to avoid the restrictions and regulations
governing the housing revenue account.
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The Smith Institute has defined local authority companies as follows:
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There are both advantages and disadvantages to this model:
Advantages
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•
•

•

•
•
•
•

Collectively LHCs could increase completions over time from 2,000 homes a year to
10,000-15,000 homes each year by 2022, with perhaps a quarter of the total in London.
Many LHCs have been established by stock holding councils as a reaction to government constraints on the Housing Revenue Account (e.g. current borrowing caps), rent
controls and most importantly the Right to Buy. LHC have control over current rents,
borrowing and the Right to Buy.
Most councils expect their LHC to generate a profit, which can be re-invested into the
housing company. Besides income from rents and sales, LHCs attract funds for the
council from the New Homes Bonus, additional council tax, and planning gain where
there is a partnership with a private developer.
Councils are also generating income from ‘on-lending’ to the LHC (borrowing long
term at below market rates from the Public Works Loan Board and on-lending at a
market-rate premium).
Councils claim that LHCs are there for the long term and are more resilient to market
and financial risk than private developers and that the LHC can ‘flip tenures’ and defer
dividend payments if needs be.
Providing temporary housing through an LHC is usually cheaper than using private
landlords.
LHCs can meet specific housing needs: e.g. for low income residents, the elderly,
students, the homeless or key workers.

Disadvantages
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

There are some concerns over a council’s multiple roles – as owner/co-owner, funder
and planning authority.
There is a risk if housing prices decline that some companies could fail financially.
Only around 30%-40% of new LHC homes are likely to be so called ‘affordable’, with
a minority at the equivalent of social rented levels. Unless the council subsidises the
development through its land ownership there will be few such socially rented units.
Not all LHCs consult or involve local communities and those in neighbouring areas in
the developments and many lack transparency.
Many of the 150 companies that have been established are operating at a very small
scale – there is criticism that local authorities now see them as a necessary “fashion
accessory” rather than a significant way to meet housing need.
There is the threat of new legislation extending the Right to Buy to units held by LHCs.
Pension Funds need to adopt a model that minimises risk and currently look for a
4% return so are not currently cheaper than borrowing in other ways. LHC funded
through pension funds are not an effective way to provide social housing but can kick
start the market in areas of low demand.30

•

•

The main concern remains transparency and accountability. Although 100% council
owned, the company structure will force local councils to operate in the company’s
rather than community’s interest. We have seen in Grenfell how transferring council
housing stock to a tenant management organisation led to disastrous failings in consideration of tenant safety.
Finally the company could possibly sell off homes it had built, either individually or en
bloc, if political/economic circumstances change.

Although local authority housing companies have serious disadvantages, these can be
outweighed by the advantages in particular cases. There have been successful developments through such mechanisms, – whilst minimising the market pressures that have
been outlined in previous sections.
The following case study draws upon previous research, together with personal discussions and visits, in order to illustrate the local authority’s achievements in Oxford, where
there have been significant successes despite current policy and resource constraints.

Barton West: Oxford City Council’s approach to development partnerships to meet community needs
At Barton West, Oxford City Council’s partnership with Grosvenor Development Ltd development has been described in terms of having vision, developing truly affordable social
housing as part of the Council’s wider strategies to build new communities, addressing
environmental concerns and tackling health inequalities.31 This is a significant project on
a 94 acre/ 36 hectare site, promising 885 new homes. At least 40% of these (354 properties) will be social housing, with an estimated rent of some £450 a month.
Oxford has a massive housing affordability crisis. The Barton site represents a unique
opportunity for the Council to provide affordable homes since it owns the land. This has
been a key factor, making it possible for the Council to build social housing without government financial support – using the land as the Council’s capital investment in the joint
venture with the developer.
The planning requirement to provide 40% social rented housing has been stipulated for
every phase of the Barton West development, ensuring that the developer resists any
temptation to focus on building the housing for sale first – then trying to bargain with the
Council as to the viability of providing 40% socially rented housing. This distinguishes this
particular development from a number of others - cases where local authorities have given in to pressure from developers, significantly reducing the proportion of socially rented
homes as a result, as has previously been explained.
Meanwhile, in addition to their commitment to meeting housing need, the Council has
been committed to ensuring that the development’s design would be of the highest quality, taking account of environmental concerns. This was a factor in the Council’s choice
of Grosvenor as the developer in 2011. Drawing upon the Barton Health Plan’s work,
with input from the local community, the scheme aims to promote healthy lifestyles, with
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a strong green infrastructure, including a linear park, encouraging walking and cycling. In
2016 Barton West achieved the award of one of ten Healthy New Towns, as part of NHS
England’s programme to promote healthy lifestyles through new developments. A new
sports pavilion has been promised (although this has suffered delays since the demolition
of the previous pavilion).
There will also be a new primary school, which could become a community school, providing facilities for community use outside school hours. This is an example of a local authority that has succeeded in working with a developer to deliver truly affordable housing for
social rent- whilst taking account of wider concerns.

Community perspectives
Community engagement has been identified as centrally important from the start. The aim
has been for Barton West to become integrated with the local communities already established in Barton, Northway and surrounding areas.
Overall there are many aspects of the proposed development that have been appreciated.
The proportion of truly affordable socially rented homes has been widely welcomed. There
have been positive comments too about the fact that the social housing will be of the
same high quality as the housing for sale, and will be pepper potted throughout, rather than
tucked away, apart. And the Council has agreed to promote a downsizing scheme for older
tenants in the surrounding area, enabling those who wish to down-size to have options for
moving into the new flats. This has been seen as a compromise, in response to local community requests for local people to have first options on moving into the new flats more
generally.
Also appreciated is the Council’s concern to promote community integration and to ensure
that existing residents benefit from the new development. Extending the linear park should
help here. The new school will be run by the same organisation as the existing school and
there have been discussions about its use as a community resource, outside school hours.
This is also seen as potentially positive.
Consultations via the LLP (the Limited Liability Partnership board between the Council and
Grosvenor) have been seen by some as a tick box exercises. But not by all. The BICEP (a
community partnership) meetings that take place every eight to ten weeks or so (involving
public sector representatives and developers) have been described as a ’useful forum’.
These meetings provide up-to-date information. And they provide spaces within which local
representatives can – and do – raise the issues that concern them. In addition, there are
what have been described as ‘informative’ newsletters.
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Much of the proposed development of Barton West has been welcomed. Still concerns have
also been expressed. In particular, there have been concerns about the prices of the housing
for sale. Prices range from £299, 950 for a one-bedroom flat through to £725,000 for a four
bedroom house and up to £1 million for a 5 bedroom house – prices that are way above the
city average, Although the houses for sale had initially been seen as potentially providing for
key workers such as teachers and nurses, as the Oxford Mail quoted a Sandhills resident as
saying: ‘It’s not for local people. It’s certainly not for your average worker’.32
The Oxford Mail also quoted concerns that community spirit would be affected if homes
were snapped up by landlords or bought by people commuting to London. In response to
these criticisms Councillor Mike Rowley, Oxford City Council’s board member for housing
reflected as follows: “The trade-off we have to do in order to get social housing that local people desperately need is to allow developments that have some market housing alongside it”.33
As he has also explained: “market housing means market housing”. The Council has always
been clear that non-social housing would have to be sold on the market (at market prices) to
pay for the social housing.
This is the reality of the constraints within which local authorities have to operate, at present.
Within these constraints the Council has been able to deliver more social housing, protected
in the company structure for the moment from Right to Buy. The Housing Company will facilitate other property acquisitions and better asset management, including S.106 opportunities
for regeneration. This will include acquiring larger family dwellings that are often difficult to
develop in small schemes and are needed for larger families. But it remains a company and
subject to market pressures as such.
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Community-led
housing
Another option for local councils is to explore supporting the
development of community-based schemes - but
without undermining the provision of democratically
accountable public housing for those in greatest housing
need.
There is a problem defining the elements (e.g. community land trusts, co-ownership and
mutual housing, co-operative housing and co-housing) that constitute community-led
housing since they overlap and the relevant legal structures change with new legislation.
The original co-ownership model of housing was promoted by governments through the
Housing Corporation in the 1960s and 1970s. It was intended to be a form of co-operative housing for those who would not be eligible for social renting but who would also be
unlikely to be able to become owner occupiers. This approach collapsed from the 1980s
as opportunities for sales to individual occupiers arose and the housing was gradually
transferred into the owner occupied sector.34 From the 1970s onwards there was an
increased emphasis on social rented co-operative and mutual housing with government
funding becoming available. Some 450 co-ops developed through this route, targeting
people in social housing need. By 1990, their number had dwindled to 247, but that number has remained more or less constant since then.
In the 1990s, the Conservative government of the day brought in mechanisms to promote tenant choice. Some Arms Length Housing Management organisations (ALMOs),
like the now notorious Kensington and Chelsea Tenant Management Organisation, were
set up as a result -alongside much more progressive community owned housing associations like Walterton and Elgin Community Housing (WECH) which is discussed in
more detail below. More recently there have been some privately funded co-housing and
mutually owned schemes. The sector however makes up only 0.6% of the UK’s housing
supply, compared with 18% in Sweden, 15% in Norway, 8% in Austria and 6% in Germany,
where community-led housing is much more significant. Here we look at three types of
community-led housing, some interesting housing co-ops, community land trusts and
co-housing schemes.
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The Confederation of Co-operative Housing (www.cch.coop) states it supports co-operative and mutual housing organisation and many of the organisations it supports can also
be classified as Community Land Trusts. Its website lists details of 1001 community-led
housing units and contains some interesting examples:

Ashley Vale: Community Self Build: Owner Occupied
When the 2.1 acres in Ashley Vale near Bristol became available for development
in the 1990s residents did not want a volume based developer. So they formed
the Ashley Vale Action Group as a company limited by guarantee and purchased
the site. It was to provide 20 self-build houses, 6 self-finish bungalows, 6 apartments and a multi-use community space. Training was provided and mortgages
accessed for those who could not afford the £35,000 for the plot of land. Houses
were completed for around half of their market value as a result.

Beaconview Housing Co-op
The Beaconview Housing Co-op is a fully mutual housing co-op with 38 homes (10
of which are shared ownership) as part of the re-development of Charlemont Farm
Estate near Sandwell, formed with the support of the Accord housing group. The
estate was in poor condition and had suffered from anti-social behaviour. Households on the council waiting list were assessed in terms of their suitability for the
scheme in terms of their ‘co-operability’. The co-op not only improved the housing
physically but made the estate an area where people have clearly chosen to live.
The co-op has a seven year lease from Accord (a housing and social care not-forprofit organisation, incorporating 8 organisations).

Student housing Co-ops (Birmingham, Sheffield and Edinburgh)
The student housing co-op in Birmingham was funded by the Phone Co-op which
gave the co-op a 30 year lease on a building with the option to buy at the end of the
lease. Students usually only want accommodation for a year or two but the co-op
structure has provided 8 rooms at £56 a week allocated on the basis of students’
‘co-operability’. The cost of the co-op housing is around half the usual rent for student accommodation.
Advantages and limitations
These examples show that some innovative, democratic structures can be developed providing housing that is very much cheaper and often of higher quality
than the private sector. There are however issues around allocation. As the tests
for co-operability show such housing is often only suitable for households who
are prepared to put in time to support the management of such properties and are
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going to get on with other members of the scheme. This risks exclusivity. There are also
issues around accountability to the wider community as opposed to accountability within
the scheme and an asset lock is essential so that these schemes do not suffer from the
fate of the 1960s housing co-ops and just merge into the private sector.
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Community Land Trusts
Community Land Trusts (CLTs) are a form of community-led housing, set up and run
by ordinary people to develop and manage homes as well as other assets important to
that community, like community enterprises. CLTs usually own land and have to take on
a legal form that works for them such as a community interest company or a registered
housing provider.35
One of the particular attractions of CLTs has been the fact that they provide protection
from the Right to Buy. The land is owned by the community, thereby enabling the housing
that is built/ redeveloped on it to be safeguarded from being sold off into the private sector, whether for owner occupation or for buy to let. The Housing and Planning Act 2016’s
proposals for increasing the Right to Buy has been a factor here, stimulating interest in
community-based approaches to developing –and safeguarding –truly affordable housing for the future.
CLTs are not a legal form in themselves. There is no formal registration process with the
national network but CLTs are defined in law. So to apply for funds that are specifically
allocated for CLTs there are certain features that a CLT must have and operate:
•
•
•
•

A CLT must be set up to benefit a defined community;
A CLT must be not-for-private-profit. This means that they can, and should, make a
surplus as a community business, but that surplus must be used to benefit the community- they must have an asset lock;vi
Local people living and working in the community must have the opportunity to join
the CLT as members;
Those members control the CLT (usually through a board being elected from the
membership).

There are now over 225 Community Land Trusts in England and Wales, half of which
have been formed in the last two years. The sector has grown six-fold in the last six years,
although this is still a very minor sub-sector in terms of the amount of social housing
provided.
The Government has actually encouraged the growth of voluntary and community-based
approaches – albeit for its own reasons. Community-based solutions can be seen as
being entirely compatible with the Government’s overall distrust of public sector solutions
to the housing crisis, as explained in the Keith Joseph quote in section three. And the
resources involved so far have been minimal, compared with the resources required for
local authorities to be in a position to make a really significant difference. So the Com-
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The largest Community Land Trusts have over 1,000 members each. Community Land
Trusts have developed over 700 permanently affordable homes to date and will have
developed a further 3000 homes by 2020. The New Economics Foundation (NEF) has
published a guide for community groups on persuading public bodies to give them land
for development.36 The following are examples of small scale CLTs that, nevertheless,
have significant impacts on their communities, meeting very specific needs, often in
imaginative ways.

Small scale CLT
Middlesbrough CLT has been refurbishing empty properties in the city centre since
2011. They were the winners of the prestigious TPAS (Tenants Participation Advisory
Service) award for community engagement in July 2013. They have an emphasis on
using local labour and supporting apprenticeships. The CLT already owns 5 formerly
empty properties in the city; the Urban CLT Project will support their plans to refurbish
a further 15 homes and to build a new development of 4 flats and 10 houses in the city
centre.
Thrift CLT is in negotiation with East Cambridgeshire District Council to take on the
affordable housing component of a 600-unit urban extension, in partnership with a
housing association and the local authority. The CLT is looking to ensure community
involvement and benefit throughout; as well as providing homes, they are considering
the provision of shops, business spaces, public squares and allotments.
Granby 4 Streets started life as a community-run market and guerrilla gardening group,
in a neighbourhood that had been fragmented by successive demolition plans (as part
of the Liverpool Housing Market Renewal Initiative). Over time, this evolved into a CLT
with a strong vision: to reinstate their streets as a thriving, vibrant multi-racial, multi-cultural area. They have been given the freehold of 10 properties to refurbish by Liverpool
City Council. In phase 2, their project will refurbish derelict shops, an arts and retail
hub and a community cafe. The properties are all being developed in partnership with
a mentorship training programme, to offer building skills training to unskilled young
people.

Larger CLTs
There are also larger Community Land Trusts, including those that have taken over
the management of previously council owned housing (where the local authority had
wished to dispose of an estate needing renovation, as in the example on the next
page).
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munity Housing Fund was set up by the Government on 23rd December 2016, allocating £60 million to 148 local authorities to support community-led housing in its first
year’s funding. CLTs can make a bid to cover any reasonable costs, from start-up grants
through to capital loans and grants in order to subsidise any affordable housing.
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Walterton and Elgin Community Housing (WECH)
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The three-storey-plus-basement Victorian terrace houses north of Harrow Road, London, were originally built in the 1860s. As the leases on these houses neared their end
in the 1950s they were bought by private landlords including the infamous Rachman
-and crammed full with tenants. The Greater London Council (GLC) then bought the
houses - partly to deal with the rehousing needs generated by the construction of the
controversial Westway (A40). During the1960s, more than half of the homes on Walterton were then demolished and the GLC built the tower blocks and low rise blocks
of the Elgin Estate on the land that was vacated as a result. The remainder of around
360 houses were ’reconditioned’ to a fifteen year lifespan.
In the 1980s ownership of the area was subsequently transferred from the GLC to
Westminster City Council. This council then decided to sell off the two adjoining estates to private developers, without consulting or even informing the residents. By the
middle of 1988 one third of Walterton Estate homes had been emptied by the Council
as a result and blocked with steel doors, to make it easier for the developers looking
to profit from the area’s redevelopment. So the residents responded by forming the
Walterton and Elgin Action Group (WEAG), running a very effective campaign against
demolition and the proposed sell off.
To add to existing residents’ problems, under Dame Shirley Porter’s leadership, a process of social/ political cleansing ensued. In 1989 over 100 homeless families were
removed from hostels in marginal wards and placed in the Hermes and Chantry Point
tower blocks on the Elgin Estate which was in the safe Labour ward of Harrow Road.
This was part of a wider strategy for gerrymandering in Westminster – putting potential Labour voters together in the safe Labour ward, thereby making the neighbouring
wards safe for the Conservatives.

“

These were the last places
where homeless families
should have been housed

”

But this gerrymandering process took no account of people’s housing needs. These
blocks were riddled with asbestos, and should have either been cleaned up or demolished a decade earlier. These were the last places where homeless families should
have been housed. No wonder that tenants were critical of their local council as a
landlord – and small wonder that they responded to the opportunity to find an alternative when this arose.
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In the end the district valuer ruled that WECH (initially established as a community-run Industrial and Provident Society) should receive the properties and £17.5m
from Westminster City Council, whilst the Housing Corporation also provided
£3.5m grant aid. The properties were transferred in 1992. The tower blocks were
demolished and WECH was left with 643 homes in the 1860s terraced housing and
in the low rise blocks on the Elgin Estate. 143 of these were leasehold and just over
500 households were council tenants.
All the properties have now been refurbished. Income is also derived from letting some 30 properties for temporary housing to Westminster City Council. The
income and rent surplus is being used to build 43 new socially rented units, a new
nursery, a community centre and new offices which will be completed in the summer 2019. WECH is a registered provider and so can access social housing grants.
It is a membership organisation – all tenants can be members and pay a nominal
£1. At least 50% of members must be tenants of WECH and members vote for the
Board. It is a not-for-profit community interest company with an asset lock and
democratic structure.
WECH’s original memorandum and articles of association allowed it to register
with the National Community Land Trust Network. This has facilitated access to
funds from the Community Housing Fund allocation to Westminster City Council.
As a registered provider WECH gives nominations to Westminster City Council of
75% of its two bedroom or larger flats and 50% of its bedsits and one bedroom
flats. The remaining flats are allocated to overcrowded households or to the adult
sons and daughters of existing tenants without children who would not be eligible
to be allocated a flat through the Council.
The advantages of the CLT structure are as follows:
•

•
•
•
•

CLTs are democratically controlled by their members. It might be difficult to
achieve this direct level of democratic involvement in very large CLTs though,
such as CLTS with more than 1500-2000 units or very dispersed units; larger
CLTs could form a federated structure, bringing smaller CLTs together under
one umbrella structure.
The borrowing is outside Public Sector Borrowing restrictions.
There is no Right to Buy in CLTs except the preserved rights of previous council
tenants.
If the CLT is under 1000 units, the regulatory framework through Homes England is not too burdensome.
If the trust is a registered provider it can access a social housing grant.
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This opportunity came in 1988 when the then Conservative government passed
legislation on tenants’ choice (introduced in Part IV of the Housing Act 1988). This
offered the local action group an effective right to seek an alternative landlord of
their choosing. There was subsequent debate about finance, with the tenants arguing that the ownership should be transferred along with £60m needed to deal with
disrepair whilst the Council argued that the residents should pay them £1m.
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•
•
•
•
•
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•

•
•
•
•

•

As a CLT there is access to funding streams that support community housing, and these
have recently been growing.
In the WECH example the CLT owns sufficient units to justify a maintenance surveyor and
handyman being fully employed so saving VAT on these services.
Meaningful community relationships can be established.
There is full control over rental levels.
And there is control over how the CLTs use their surpluses, with re-investment for community benefit
CLTs can accept council nominations. They can support close family ties through sons and
daughters nomination policies. And they can allocate homes to specific groups (e.g. key
workers, pensioners) who are not the poorest but who still struggle to access housing in
the current crisis.
CLTs have the ability to move people around their estates according to their changing
housing needs over their life-time.
From a council’s point of view, selling units to a CLT means a loss of some control and
democratic accountability in the wider sense (i.e. democratic control via local government
electoral processes).
Such a structure could become inward looking, prioritising the needs of members above
those of the wider local community.
Finance remains an issue for small CLTs. Although there is dedicated funding this is limited. Unless they receive grants through Homes England or the local council, CLTs will
struggle to raise funds to allow for the construction of a significant quantity of social housing. Current projections are for the 225 CLTs to build an average of 13 units each by 2020.
Larger CLTs like WECH have a significant rental income but it will take time for the smaller
trusts to build up to this.
Although CLTs aim to provide truly affordable housing for lower-income households, in
practice they can also become exclusionary. East London CLT has even set minimum requirements on income for future residents.

Cohousing
The UK Cohousing Network explains that: “Cohousing communities are intentional communities, created and run by their residents” who manage them collectively.37 Each household has
a self-contained private home that they own, as well as having the use of shared community
spaces. One of the five primary principles of cohousing is that there is a balance between
privacy and community – with a strong commitment to building this inclusively, as part of
the wider community.
The UK Cohousing Network site currently lists 21 projects as having been established, with
some 43 projects in the process of development and a further 13 as being at the formative
stage. They range from 10 to 40 households in size, some of them being mixed in terms of
age and gender whilst others cater for more specific groups, such as older women.
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Low impact living affordable community (LILAC) Leeds

Households paid a deposit equal to 10% of the equity shares they could afford to finance
through monthly payments. The actual amount that each household pays monthly depends on the home in question and the household’s income, calculated so that each household pays around 35% of their income.
This makes the scheme accessible for a wide range of people. But even so, as LILAC has
also recognised, this is still affordable ‘only within certain parameters’.38 This is ‘not a model
that provides housing for the wage less and lowest income groups in society’.39 Minimum
incomes are needed for the scheme to work.
The aim has been that “all residents feel they are part of a strong flourishing neighbourhood where they can directly participate”, through environmentally low impact living.40
In addition to their own homes each household enjoys access to shared green spaces,
allotments, a shared garden and a children’s play area. The common house has facilities for
communal cooking and eating (with twice weekly communal meals), together with laundry
facilities, meeting spaces, a play area, office space and guest rooms. It also provides space
for the wider community, being used for local meetings, film nights, meals and workshops.
This has been described as an inspirational project.
These community benefits have been achieved as a result of the energy, perseverance,
vision, expertise and passion of LILAC’s founder members and the intentional community
that has been developed as a result. But support from statutory agencies is also crucial.41
The HCA provided a small grant which was spent on professional fees to prepare the planning application. And the HCA paid Leeds City Council to decontaminate the site. Leeds
City Council was a significant source of support in other ways too. After some initial questioning the Council became convinced of the potential value of the project, with cross party
interest from the panel of councillors concerned with the planning application.

Benefits of cohousing
Cohousing projects develop – or in some cases redevelop –homes and community facilities to meet housing needs in collaborative ways. Their strong commitment to mutual
support has evident social benefits, whether for families with children, for single people
who might otherwise feel isolated and /or for older people. Living in cohousing may enable
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The LILAC cohousing scheme provides 20 affordable homes and a common house in
Bramley, west Leeds. Members moved into the scheme in 2013. The project was developed over several years, as the group worked through the challenges involved, including
the funding issues that were eventually addressed through the Mutual Home Ownership
tenure. This is an equity-based leaseholder approach to cooperatively owned housing. The
cost of buying the land and building the homes has been financed by a collective mortgage,
taken out in this case with Triodos Bank.
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older people to live independently in the community for longer as a result of this collective support. And they may be encouraged to down-size when they move into cohousing
(needing less private space because of their access to shared space), thereby freeing up
larger homes for those who need them more.
Cohousing projects are also generally being built to modern (typically passivhaus) eco
standards, whether in urban, rural or semi-rural locations. The commitment has been to
build “a pioneering, affordable, low impact cohousing community” as a founder member
of an already established cohousing community has explained.42 Cohousing offers local
authorities potentially significant advantages, providing housing (re)developments with
social as well as environmental benefits - with minimal resources from the public sector.
Most of the initial projects have been self-funded, given the lack of public funding available. Members funded their new homes by selling their previous homes and/ or obtaining
loans/ bridging loans from socially committed/ ethical banks such as the Cooperative
Bank or Triodos, for example.

Potential challenges
Affordability remains a major issue. Market mechanisms remain challenging, even for
those who do already own their own homes. The development of cohousing has to be
financed from the start – well before members can realise the assets from the sale of
their current homes. Housing associations can step in to bridge the resulting gap. But
housing associations are also operating within housing market frameworks, potentially
part of the problem as well as potentially part of the solution, as previous sections have
already outlined.
There are also challenges in terms of future sustainability. If housing costs rise significantly, as they have done until relatively recently in London, for example, homes in cohousing projects could become unaffordable for the very people most interested in joining them in the future. Some local authorities have expressed anxieties about supporting
cohousing schemes, as a result, questioning whether these would become middle class
enclaves, potentially diverting resources from those in greatest housing need.
The reality has been otherwise though, in terms of the public resources involved (apart
from cohousing groups’ potential access to the Community Housing Fund). They are providing homes to meet both housing and social needs, including homes tailored to meet
the needs of older people. Given the current financial parameters, though, cohousing
schemes still face the problem of how to provide for those in greatest housing need.

Cohousing conclusions
Cohousing is still at a relatively early stage of development in UK and. is making no more
than the most modest contribution to addressing the housing crisis. Nor is cohousing
necessarily providing for the poorest, those in the greatest housing need.
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And they could become directly involved if cohousing projects were to be interested in
locating within mixed social housing and other tenure developments. Such arrangements
could provide cohousing (for sale to its members) alongside council housing, thereby
contributing to social diversity and inclusiveness on mixed developments.
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But cohousing schemes are enabling housing to be built/ redeveloped, to meet the needs
of their members in socially and environmentally beneficial ways. The public resources involved have been minimal, with some cohousing schemes developing innovative ways of
financing their projects, (maintaining affordability via collectively controlling land values
for the future). Local authorities could support such developments in a number of ways
without incurring major expenditure then, providing access to expertise and advice with
planning applications for example.
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“

Community-based
approaches have much
to offer on environmental
sustainability

”

Reflecting on these initiatives there are evident advantages
to be assessed – as well as risks as to what can go wrong.
Reflecting on these initiatives there are evident advantages to be assessed – as well as
risks as to what can go wrong. How far can these initiatives contribute to the supply of
desperately needed homes at affordable prices? How sustainable are the benefits likely
to be in the present policy context? And how democratically accountable are these initiatives - both to their own tenants and residents/ members and to the wider community?
First the question of supply: how far can they contribute to the supply of much needed
housing at affordable prices? If the borrowing cap is removed councils could afford to
directly build a further 15,000-27,500 new social homes a year which is far more than
any of these options offer. But it is not enough. We need some 200,000 social housing
units a year for the next ten years to deal with the backlog and current demand. So all
these options remain relevant and need to be explored.
Local authority partnerships with developers can produce significant amounts of affordable homes, as the Oxford example illustrates – even if local authorities could build
far more homes if they had sufficient powers and resources to do so. But such partnerships can go badly wrong, if developers’ profits are allowed to come before the social
benefits that are so urgently needed in the context of the current housing crisis.
Realistically community-based initiatives such as community land trusts and cohousing
schemes still represent minor contributors to the construction of housing to meet social
need. This is by no means to dismiss their potential value.
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Evaluating initiatives:
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The question of social sustainability continues to be challenging, both because of the
Right to Buy and because of market forces more generally, potentially pushing up prices
for the future – although prices can of course go down too, as they have been doing
recently in parts of London for example, resulting in lower profits for local authority companies and reduced funds for additional new social housing. Local authority partnerships still face challenges in order to avoid the long term effects of market mechanisms
along with the effects of the Right to Buy. Community Land Trusts may offer models
here and so may cohousing projects on a smaller scale. In terms of environmental sustainability though, community-based approaches have much to offer, providing models
of innovative design and practice. But so do the models developed by innovative local
authority companies such as Oxford City Council.
In terms of democratic accountability there are two aspects to consider: democratic
accountability to tenants and residents and democratic accountability to the wider
community. Local authorities’ direct build clearly scores on both counts – even if tenants
and residents don’t always feel this to be the case. But at the very least there are mechanisms in place, via councillors and other elected representatives. However the company
model does reduce accountability as directors of companies have specific legal requirement to operate in the interests of the company. Housing co-operatives and cohousing
schemes could be expected to score very highly in terms of democratic accountability
to their members, but may or may not score so highly when it comes to accountability to
the wider community.
Finally housing associations/ registered providers may or may not score in terms of
democratic accountability on either count. They are certainly significant in terms of the
scale of their operations. But they have significant disadvantages too. Market pressures
impact upon the rents that they charge and the types of housing that they provide. Until
housing associations/ registered providers are effectively regulated and resourced, they
can be expected to remain subject to the effects of these pressures.

The evidence we have detailed in this report shows that local authorities can partner
with developers and they can support and encourage voluntary and community sector
initiatives to develop housing to meet social needs. These initiatives will have more or
less to offer, depending upon the local circumstances. And they will have greater or
lesser risks associated with them, again depending upon local circumstances and the
interests involved. There are evidently lessons too, in terms of innovative approaches to
tenants and resident and wider community involvement, as well as in terms of the development of sustainable communities, in every sense of that term. But these are interim
solutions to the housing crisis. Local strategies need to be firmly located with national
campaigns:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

To build 200,000 good quality, socially rented homes a year, with council housing at
the centre of this strategy, together with at least 100,000 private sector homes by
the end of the next Parliament – at safe and environmentally sustainable standards
supported by full community facilities. This would require national funds as well
removing the restrictions on local authority borrowing.
To protect the supply of land, necessitating legislation to prevent the sale of public
land, together with taxes on land and powers to facilitate compulsory purchase to
prevent land banking by private developers.
To significantly increase investment in training for the construction industry.
To safeguard the existing stock of public housing by ending the Right to Buy.
To ensure housing associations revert to being non-profit organisations.
To guarantee security of tenure for private tenants, with legislation to implement rent
controls.
To protect all tenants and ensure that they are enabled to have an effective voice.
To abolish the spare room/ bedroom tax along with the total benefit cap.
To repeal the 2016 Housing and Planning Act.
To significantly increase the supply of housing suitable for the disabled and elderly.

As local authorities consider which model(s) to adopt locally, whilst also campaigning
for change at the national level, the following recommendations stem from the evidence
collected in this report.
1. Public Land must remain in the public sector to be available for future generations
and to reduce land speculation. New development must contain an asset lock.
2. Local authorities should seek to influence the strategies of registered providers/
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Recommendations
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3.
4.
5.
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6.

housing associations. They should be very clear that they will only partner with those
whose strategy is to maintain their social mission, to charge truly affordable rents
and to involve and listen to their tenants and the wider community.
The planning framework should maximise the construction of social housing and
councils should stick to their guns in implementation stages.
Councils should consider facilitating the development of mutual support via cohousing amongst groups such as older people where there is a shortage of such housing.
Democratic community structures should be supported. Where local authority companies lead on development there should be full accountability and transparency and
the wider community should be involved in the development at every stage.
Where housing for sale needs to be included in order to fund a new development
this should not be supplied in any way as separate from the socially rented housing.
Councils should also negotiate wider planning gains such as environmental standards and community facilities and these gains should be negotiated with full consultation with local communities.
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housing maintenance or with new build). In principle therefore
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a month. That is two-thirds of the median market rent. This

housing assets. However, the amount authorities are able to
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this cap in 2020. Estimates predict that this will allow between
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January 2017 that there would be £7b in the affordable housing
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(now Homes England) to support social housing, affordable
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2021/22. In Nov 2017 Budget, Chancellor Philip Hammond

ing%20Report.pdf

announced £8bn in guarantees (which reduce the cost of
borrowing), an extra £2.7bn to the Housing Infrastructure Fund,

v) In 2017/18, the benchmark London Affordable Rent for a two

a £630m small sites fund, £400m for estate regeneration and

bedroom property is £158.73, whilst a three bedroom property

a £1.1bn fund to unlock strategic sites.Local authorities in high

has a £161.22 benchmark. Very confusingly, the London

demand areas will be able to borrow up to £1billion in the 3

Affordable Rent is different from the London Living Rent, a new

years between 2019/20 and 2022/22. Local Authorities also

product aimed at middle class Londoners with rents up to a

have access to Section 106 (planning gain) fund. Against all

third of median incomes which would make a 2 bedroom flat

this, a £400m fund announced by Theresa May in May 2018
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iv) The Housing Revenue Account (HRA) is the ring-fenced
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