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Darren Johnson (Chair):  If we can now note the report for that item and move on to 

the next item, which is about the role of housing associations.  Welcome to our other 

witnesses.  We have Keith Exford from Affinity Sutton Housing Association; we have 

Elizabeth Clarson from Housing for Women and Chair of G320; we have Jenny Fisher, 

Chair of the Samuda Estate Residents’ Association; and Nick Taylor from the GLA 

Housing and Land Directorate, so welcome to those people.  Once our guests have 

settled in I will kick off with the first question. 

 

Welcome everyone.  As the first question, can I ask, what is the likely impact of a 

change to a revenue based model on the numbers and distribution of affordable rented 

homes built in London?  Could we start with Keith ? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Thank you very much and good morning everyone.  Thank you for inviting me to 

come and answer your questions.  For a bit of context, if we think back about the 

settlement in the first Spending Review after the Coalition Government was formed, it is 

worth reminding ourselves that housing took the biggest hit of any major head of public 

capital expenditure.  There was a period where, I think it is pretty well understood, that 

it looked like there might be no new investment in social or affordable housing at all.  

Therefore, the shift towards a demand side subsidy system, where rents go up and 

benefit takes the strain as we heard in the discussion earlier in relation to planning 

issues, that is something that most of us have concerns about. Not least because it is 

very risky both for landlord and tenant, and it does really challenge who the new homes 

might be most suited to when they are built and provided at higher rents. 

 

I just want to refer very briefly to a press release issued by the group of 15 housing 

associations (G15) at the tail end of 2011.  I think it is pertinent, particularly to the 

conversation that has just taken place.  The G15 by the way houses one in ten 

Londoners.  We will provide about 60% of all new social and affordable housing over 

the four year period of the Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR) and about 40% of 

the new affordable rent programme.  About £350 million worth of grant will come from 

the GLA to the G15 members.  That will be match by about £2 billion of private debt, so 

there is a ratio of about 6:1.  You can see the gearing of that is pretty strong. 

 

Our press release said that over the next four years we will provide over 13,100 homes, 

with Government grant covering on average just 13% of costs.  The G15 has cautioned 



 

 

that the model is inherently risky.  It also warned that the new market related rents 

could cause acute affordability issues for larger low income families in the capital. 

 

We have been very clear right from the outset that we are concerned about a shift to 

demand side subsidy.  The Government may have a professed wish to reduce the size of 

the benefit bill.  Actually the housing benefit bill is going up and it is going up because 

both private rents and, increasingly, affordable rents will demand more support through 

revenue subsidy rather than the traditions of capital subsidy.  We might come back to 

that later on in terms of where we might go in the future, the policy and negotiating 

position that the G15 adopts. 

 

We are concerned about affordability. It is not a product that we invented or asked for, 

but I think we are left in a position where we have to be pragmatic.  It is the only game 

in town.  We would much prefer to be in a position to provide a range of products at a 

range of prices.  One of the things that struck me in the conversation that has just 

taken place about the planning system is that all of us are guilty of speaking rather 

loosely about affordability.  Affordability is a relative term and there are many families 

and households in London who are on low incomes.  We know London has a polarised 

wage economy where many people in work are in low pay.  There are many people for 

whom the affordable rent product will be a far more affordable proposition than private 

renting.  Therefore, it is not to say that this product might not have its role to play in 

meeting the needs of ordinary working Londoners.  The problem is particularly for larger 

families and particularly for those households who have traditionally attracted the 

greatest priority through the reasonable preference duties imposed on local authorities. 

 

In summary, we are trying to make the best of what we have got.  It is simply not 

possible to produce social rented housing when grant contributions are as low as they 

are.  Affinity Sutton’s programme is absolutely on the average, 13% in the new 

programme. It used to be about 40% and that gap has to be filled and it is being filled 

quite creatively in places like Islington, which has a particular position. It is subsidising 

through its own resources the delivery of new, affordable homes and it is only in that 

way that it becomes possible to get those rents lower.  Where that subsidy is not 

available, and that is I’m afraid in the majority of London boroughs, then we are left 

with a huge funding gap if we were to move those rents down closer to social levels.  

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  Thank you.  Elizabeth, could I bring you in on the same 

point on as well? 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  

Certainly.  I would endorse what Keith has said and just make the comment that a 

revenue based model does leave housing associations more exposed to the negative 

impacts of the welfare reform changes.  It makes building larger homes in particular 

more difficult because housing associations have to juggle rents in order to make 

developments stack up.  Obviously as already mentioned, larger homes are much 

needed in London, so this presents a particular issue.  I certainly endorse what Keith has 

said. 



 

 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  How important is the availability of capital grant now in 

determining the numbers of affordable homes that housing associations choose to 

build? 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  Well 

if you are going for affordable or social rents, subsidised housing needs subsidy.  In 

terms of the future, the grant does remain a key element of any viable funding regime 

in my view. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  That is absolutely the position of the G15 associations.  One of our G15 

colleagues, London & Quadrant, are doing some work with PricewaterhouseCoopers just 

down the road from here.  They did an interesting piece of work called The Numbers 

Game 2012.  It is a repeat of an earlier piece of work and I think the Committee might 

find it interesting, if I may, just to give you a handful of figures; not too many I promise 

you.  The affordable rent programme has an average grant contribution from the GLA 

of £22,000.  The cost to Government, expressed in net present value terms, of 

producing 170,000 homes nationally over 40 years is £44.8 billion. 

 

The Private Rented Sector (PRS) for example, so no grant just straight market rents and 

no contribution of public funds at all, has a net present value cost of £52.9 billion.  The 

cheapest cost of all is higher grant subsidy than we achieve at the moment going back 

to about where we were at about 60,000 units, the cost to the Exchequer over the same 

period on the same terms is just shy of £40 billion.  We think that the case is pretty 

strong for investing in housing to get rents lower and for all the social benefits that that 

brings, and reducing the overall cost to the Exchequer in the longer run.  The problem 

of course with arguing this is public funding is very tight, we are in competition with 

transport, hospitals, schools, defence and many other important expenditure heads and 

housing frankly has not argued its case well enough in the past.  We are determined to 

do what we can to do better.  

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  Does this mean that some associations may decide to 

dispense with grant funding entirely, and what would the implications of that be?  It 

would clearly mean fewer affordable rented places. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  We walk a bit of a tightrope here.  The fact of the matter is that for all of the 

housing associations in all shapes and sizes, this would be true of the organisations 

Liz [Clarson] represents as well as the ones that I deal with, developing new homes is in 

our DNA; it is what we exist to do.  Many of us have a philanthropic history going back 

over 150 years.  We are in business to provide more homes if we possibly can.  Generally 

speaking, certainly over my long career, we worked with the grain of government policy, 

regardless of who was in political power, to do what we can to use our resources to 

match those made available by government.  The sad fact is that the less Government 

funding that is available, the less we can do. 



 

 

 

For Affinity Sutton, for example, we are a large national organisation and we are going 

to increase our supply over this four year CSR period by about 10%.  We are going to 

increase our debt take by over 40% as a consequence of having to borrow so much 

more than we have traditionally because the grant gap, the gap left behind after grant,  

is so much greater.  It is not only a question of will housing associations want to 

develop more homes, but will they have the capacity to borrow the private money that 

is needed to fill the gap?  The lower the grant rate and the lower the rents, the quicker 

the level of private finance capacity runs out. 

 

It is somewhat like a sort of three dimensional chess game.  We have means by which 

we can subsidise this activity, housing for sale for example, but too much housing for 

sale and the credit agencies think you are too risky so you cannot borrow at the same 

price.  It is quite a careful juggling act. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  We are seeing some housing associations, I think London & 

Quadrant in particular, going for the commercial market rent model for new build to 

fund other activities.  Could we be seeing more of that as a consequence of the change 

in Government policy?  

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Well if London & Quadrant have found a way of developing private renting 

without subsidy and they will make a profit out of it to subsidise their affordable 

housing, they are magicians, because the yield on private renting -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  They say they are doing that. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  We have a chronically undersupplied London housing market, structurally.  

Mr [Andrew] Boff was making the point earlier on that this does have a big impact on 

affordability and prices, and the difficulty is that whilst house prices remain high and 

incomes remain what they are, the combination of those has an impact on pricing.  All 

of the G15 associations to varying degrees have an appetite for increasing housing 

supply through the private rented sector. In that regard the Government’s initiatives to 

provide guaranteed debt are very helpful because they take that borrowing off balance 

sheet and therefore do not impinge upon our capacity to borrow for our mainstream 

activity of affordable housing.  However, I do not think we can expect to make 

significant profits out of the private rental market.  

 

As I just explored with you, the problem with relying on the private rented market is 

that it is hugely expensive in housing benefit terms. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  That is very useful, thank you.  Elizabeth, did you want to 

add something? 

 



 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  Yes, 

I was just going to say that housing associations are very creative in the ways in which 

they try to develop.  We do try to maximise what we have, but finding a model that is 

viable and sustainable, as Keith has pointed out, is actually very difficult. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  Creative but not magicians, then? 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  Yes. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  We will reflect on that point.   

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  Just one small point if I may. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  Very quickly. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  I suspect that one of the ways the L&Qs of the world are 

squaring the circle is by selling some of their older stock. That is something I have 

certainly come across in central London with Peabody and the Notting Hills of the 

world.  Can you tell us the extent to which that is happening in the G15? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  I do not have figures in front of me but most housing associations will do some 

disposals.  It varies a lot because each organisation is independent and they make up 

their own minds.  I can tell you what Affinity Sutton does and that is we dispose of very 

little.  It is not our strategy to dispose, except where we can redevelop for the purposes 

of expanding supply.  There are some very old estates which are now getting time 

expired where they are low density and it might be possible to increase supply and make 

that self funding by a mix of private and affordable housing, so we certainly do some of 

that. 

 

We have been rather reluctant to dispose of stock in any scale whereas some of our 

colleagues feel that some of the very high value stock, particularly where it is expensive 

to repair and maintain, will enable receipts to be brought in to subsidise their new 

activity. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  Can I just raise that concern, Chair, quickly, for the simple 

reason that I have been on many estates in central London like Peabody, and residents 

have rightly raised concerns at big associations like Peabody selling properties off on 

the estates that they know well, and this will have been constructed with 80-90% 

grants.  I think that is affecting the old supply in those areas that we were touching on 

earlier in central London where people are maybe moving out because of rent levels 

anyway.   

 

There is an issue about the old supply also being impacted as a result of this new 

affordable rent model. 

 



 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  If I can just give a quick response to that, any grant that has been received for 

the development of those schemes will have to be reinvested in more affordable 

housing. Secondly, I am not here as an apologist for Peabody, they make up their own 

policies and are accountable for them. An organisation like Peabody may not have had 

any grant at all on some of those old schemes.  They may have been developed with 

charitable donations.  They are a charity and they have all of the obligations as a charity 

to use their resources in pursuit of their objects. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  I would like some figures on this because I think it is pertinent.  

Has the Mayor’s Office got a view on that, Alan?  That is something you must have 

noticed yourself. 

 

Alan Benson (Head of Housing, GLA):  As Keith put it at the end, if any of our 

Registered Providers [RPs] disposes of their home they have to get permission to do so, 

and we get consulted on that on a regular basis in London. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  I may write to you about the figures rather than pursuing it 

now.   

 

Tom Copley (AM):  Thank you, Chair.  My questions are mainly for Keith and 

Elizabeth.  What do you think the average affordable rent is likely to be? 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  The 

Mayor’s aim is 65% average. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  That is the aim, I would like your opinion on what is  

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  That 

is the aim.  I think it is actually quite difficult to say, as there are variations obviously 

between boroughs. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  I picked up some data for Affinity Sutton, not across the whole of London, we 

work in 16 London boroughs and we do not develop in all of them but we have housing 

in 16. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  Are they a range of inner and outer? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Inner and outer, yes.  We see quite a range of differences between social rents 

and affordable rents.  You will not be surprised to know that the biggest differences are 

in the inner London, more expensive boroughs.  In Bromley, for example, where we 

have a lot of stock, the difference between a social rent and affordable rent for a one 

bedroom flat, for example, is about £36 per week.  In Croydon next door it is £20 per 

week.  On the other hand, a three bedroom house in the same places is a difference of 



 

 

£41 per week and £30 per week for Croydon.  They do vary a lot, but of course there 

are also the rents in the higher value places like, let’s say, Kensington and Chelsea, 

where the difference between a one bedroom flat, social and affordable, is £110 per 

week.  As I mentioned earlier, the issue here is that that of course would be 

unaffordable to many households that traditionally we would have housed. However, 

there are a whole group of people in low paid work who would not get priority 

traditionally under the regional preference categories for whom that would nonetheless 

be a far more affordable proposition than the market. 

 

One of the things that I suppose has been disappointing for housing associations was 

that, when the Government introduced this new affordable rent regime, the early and 

strong steers at the point when the bidding round was underway was that this was not a 

like for like replacement of social housing.  Well we know what has happened; it has 

become precisely that.  I mention particularly that Islington has had a very principled 

position, it has been very clear right from the outset where it stands and it is doing what 

it can to enable lower rented housing to be delivered.  That is a bit of an island actually 

in London, there is not much of that going on.  Our position is that we are delighted to 

work with local authorities on providing lower rents, but we are not magicians.  We 

cannot provide those lower rents without a bit of help from those boroughs through 

land, the New Homes Bonus or other resources that those boroughs can invest. 

 

There is no opposition at all amongst housing associations to doing more at lower rents; 

we just do not have the capacity to do it without a bit of help. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  Are you expecting, as you said earlier, that housing benefit will fill 

this gap for a lot of people? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Inevitably. The model is based on a move towards demand side subsidy.  

Personally I think most economists say that demand side subsidy is the most efficient 

because it has an impact on pricing.  I do not think it has an impact on pricing in a 

dysfunctional market.  We have a dysfunctional housing market as we know; a series of 

boom and bust cycles, where prices are out of kilter with affordability. I think we are up 

to about 15 times average earnings to buy an average house in London now.  I think 

that says something about a market that is somehow dysfunctional. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  Completely, and to be honest with you I think that is the policy we 

have effectively had for many years, using housing benefit to subsidise high rent rather 

than looking at it the other way round and delivering more supply in the hope of 

bringing rents down.  I have particular concerns about this. 

 

Are you also concerned about the 65% average across London in relation to the point 

that Lisa O’Donnell [Spatial Planning Manager, Westminster City Council] made earlier?  

She was concerned that you would find that developments in Westminster would be 

right up at the top end at 80% but developments in outer London might be at a much 



 

 

lower level. That would bring the average across London to 65% but it would mean that 

large parts of inner London would be very unaffordable. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Certainly in our experience where we work in outer London and indeed where we 

have worked out of London in the south east, there is no uniform pattern about 

affordability.  The problem with having link to a market rent rather than some income 

index-- take the borough we are sitting in at the moment, the variation of rents in 

Southwark is very wide.  North of the borough rents are very high and south of the 

borough they are quite high, then in the southern end of Southwark they are much 

cheaper.  One of the things we have learned is the market varies an enormous amount 

even within localities and even within neighbourhoods, so it makes it quite difficult to 

generalise. 

 

We did a piece of work with the University of Cambridge right at the beginning of this 

new regime to understand whether, if we were going to develop these new homes, 

there would be a demand for them from people for whom they would be affordable.  

We did not do all of the London boroughs, we did the five places we work most in 

England.  Bromley was the place where we had most of our housing and there is an 

enormous unmet need for smaller homes that are up to 80% of the market, where those 

tenants would be proper beneficiaries of a charity, and for whom that housing would be 

immeasurably more affordable than the insecure high rented private rented sector in 

which they sit at the moment, or the sofas on which they sleep or are stuck at home 

with Mum and Dad or whatever it is. 

 

I want to reemphasise it is not that this product does not have a role to play; it is just 

that it does not meet the wide range of needs that we all know we wish to provide for.   

 

Tom Copley (AM): You would rather it sat alongside social rather … 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Of course. That was our understanding of how this product would be introduced 

but of course it has not, in practice, been like that because all of the boroughs are 

under enormous pressure as a consequence of meeting their reasonable preference 

priority need. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  Elizabeth, do you not want to …? 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  I do 

not have anything else to add on that. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  You will not be offering any social housing apart from where 

boroughs like Islington can step in to assist.  Is that right? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Broadly speaking, although there are some exceptional cases where there are 



 

 

phased projects where we are in final phases or whatever, but the generality of our 

position is, the overwhelming majority of new housing will be at affordable rents at an 

average of 65% across London.  Mitigated, I might say, by none of the G15 associations 

will charge more than the local housing allowance rent so as to ensure that those rents 

are eligible for benefit. 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  That is 

specifically your position.  Some members of the G15 are able to contribute from others 

too, which Keith mentioned, around more market sale.  Their overall programme may 

have decreased but they are delivering more market sale in order to add extra cross 

subsidy to suppress the rents themselves internally without seeking assistance from the 

host local authority.  Keith’s position is for Affinity Sutton but there are members of the 

G15 and other housing associations of our 60 partners that have slight variations on 

their model so when we negotiated the programme -- 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Including in London. 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  Only in London. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Sorry, only in London.  Of course. 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  I might know 

about outside London but I am just talking about inside London.  Each of these special 

contracts which we negotiate have different contributions. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  OK.  Thanks very much. 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  The 

point about developing for sale of course is that it is an added risk and that has to be 

something that associations have to bear in mind if they are looking to cross subsidise. 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  Indeed. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  OK.  Thanks.  Essentially it is still aimed at our housing 

association (HA) friends.  How do associations plan to deal with issues of equity 

between existing renters and future renters?  I am sure our residents and tenants will 

have a view on that. 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  Our 

view is that this will obviously be a challenge but associations are already well versed in 

the practice around mixed tenure housing arrangements and we will have to see how 

this develops as the programme continues.  All I can say is that it is a challenge.  

Tenants have to be absolutely clear what they are being offered and understand the 



 

 

system under which we are working.  I can just emphasise that housing associations will 

be rising to the challenge. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  It would be useful to bring in Jenny Fisher at this point and 

get a tenants and residents’ perspective on this. 

 

Jenny Fisher (Chair, Samuda Estate Residents Association, Tower Hamlets):  

Thank you, Chair.  I would like to say we are obviously very grateful for the invitation to 

come to the meeting today.  It has been very instructive listening to you talking about 

policies which will have such an impact on tenants for the last hour and a half and, of 

course, we are very grateful now to put forward a tenant’s view on the policies you have 

been discussing. 

 

In terms of the particular question asked it is only one part of the great nightmare that 

you referred to in your first question; the idea that housing associations in the manner 

stated are to pick up providing housing to meet the housing need.  Tenants would 

probably say - I would like to say on behalf of tenants - that really there is a big 

wording problem here.  We are talking about it very much as RPs picking up housing 

need.  What we are really talking about is the privatisation of social housing and that is 

a process which has been going on for some years now, since the stock transfer process 

was set in train about a decade ago, to get them out of the public sector borrowing 

requirement and into private hands. 

 

As vast quantities of social housing have gone to housing associations -- I mean your 

report is quite right to say housing associations began to provide those little elements 

of tweaky choice throughout the social housing market.  However, now they are little 

businesses whereas before social housing tenants could go to a local council, talk to 

locally elected politicians about local policies and real local problems.  With housing 

associations taking up so much of the stock now there is no access, no requirement, the 

organisations are not subject to freedom of information. They rarely have their board 

meetings open, if they do they are rarely local and if they are local we have even known 

of a venue change in the last minute and have to mini bus tenants round the borough 

looking for where the latest meeting room is.  Some of our tenants have taken to 

meeting outside empty rooms saying, “This is the room the meeting is not happening 

in” and so on.  It is a nightmare. 

 

The other issue is to do with the financial provision ----again you are using - you have 

been referring to things like the capital that you receive and what impact this has on 

rents, now we are going to have rents subsidised by housing benefit paying off the 

capital for the building of housing. 

 

I put it to you that social housing is actually not subsidised.  The capital that may be 

spent is held there in the stock in front of you.  It does not disappear when it is spent.  

Rents are not subsidised, whatever level you set them at.  I have lived in the same 

council flat for 30 years.  I have calculated, apart from some brief periods on housing 

benefit, while I have been working and paying rent on that flat I have paid £50,000 in 



 

 

rent on that flat and it did not cost £50,000 to build in 1959.  I have paid for my flat.  I 

do not own it.  The bricks and mortar or concrete and newspaper insulation I believe are 

still in public hands.  Therefore, if I have paid for my flat my rent is now paying for 

somebody else’s flat so it is actually we who are investing in these new properties that 

are coming in. 

 

Similarly with some other matters - that is the substance of your question - I think we 

have to redefine some of the words we are looking at and asking you to look at some of 

these issues upside down.  Also in terms of actually funding. 

 

You are being given a model.  This is the only game in town.  It is not the only game in 

town because we tenants are the other game in town.  It is your choice really as to 

which game in town you are going to play.  You are given a policy by the Government.  

You are told, “These are the parameters.  These are what you have to act by.”  Why?  

Why are you following that line?  It has to be your choice.  You know the strain it will 

put residents under.  You know that as your rents creep up - the 65%/70% - I do not 

doubt your sincerity about regretting that is not affordable for tenants any longer but 

think it through; it is your choice to implement that policy and you deciding to do so 

means that an extra 5%/10%/20%. 

 

Market rents in Tower Hamlets - you referred to that borough earlier - you compare a 

three bedroom maisonette on the Isle of Dogs, a social rent at £600 and a market rent 

of £1,200.  You have already got on former council estates and social landlord estates 

that mixture.  Murad just asked how do we cope with that discrepancy?  We have got it 

there already.  We have already, on social housing estates, tenants at social rents living 

next door to flats which shoehorn in six or eight young people and raise £1,200.  We 

have already families living paying that kind of rent or being subsidised by housing 

benefits to pay that kind of rent. 

 

That brings me to my last point I wanted to put across which is why can we not afford 

to invest in public housing when we can afford a second privatisation which is this vast 

transfer of public money through housing benefit to private landlords?  I know we are 

not talking about private landlords today.  You have done that before and you may do 

it again.  However, at the same time you are addressing affordability.  How can you say 

there is not enough money to build new housing and how can you accept the capital 

you are allocated when, at the same time, you see whooshing past your eyes how many 

hundreds of pounds a week which goes not to the social housing tenant, not to the 

private tenant in social housing property which is being bought under the right to buy, 

but to the individual landlord of that property?  Individual landlords should be a big 

concern to this Committee because they are taking the public subsidy to live in very 

decent circumstances themselves while keeping their tenants in very, very poor 

surroundings.  Remember, their flats are not subject to the Decent Homes. 

 

I could say more but … 

 



 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  Jenny, you have raised the whole issue of accountability of 

housing associations to their tenants and residents, and I am certainly sympathetic 

because, when I was a councillor and residents came to me as tenants, you got a better 

response out of council officers than, very often, housing associations when you asked 

about the mundane day to day stuff that tenants want reassurance on. 

 

Can I bring it back to the issues of managing estates.  Elizabeth, you suggested, “We’ll 

just manage it”.  The reality in on estates you have got shared ownership and renters 

and then different types of renters.  It is clear to me when I go on some of these estates 

people are aware of these issues; shared owners are concerned about the service 

charges hitting the roof and having to deal with that, and people living next door to 

each other are aware of the variations.  However much it may not be in the public arena 

I think residents on many of those estates are aware of it.  How do you stop there being 

real conflict about this and concerns with the stock you are already managing, let alone 

the future stuff? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Welcome to our world.  I do not mean that flippantly, I mean it is extremely 

difficult.  Yes, we do have a lot of experience of it because we have got mixed tenure 

estates, as you say, we have got people who have bought through the right to buy and 

people who have bought shared ownership.  We have got people who have got 

preserved rental conditions because they are very longstanding tenants and people who 

are new tenants who pay much higher rent.  I suppose the parallel is that in any typical 

street of owner occupiers people buy at different times and their cost of borrowing is 

different and so on and so forth.  It is life and we have to manage it as best we can. 

 

One of the dangers I think in policy making is to be too tidy minded.  It is desirable of 

course but sometimes the practical difficulties of achieving that tidyness are really 

beyond the return one can get from it.  I just do not think that we are likely to be in a 

position where we will see a harmonisation in a single place of charges for every 

property for every tenant.  I doubt that that is possible. 

 

However, I remember going, in the early days of the introduction of the new affordable 

rent regime, with some colleagues to meet Lewisham Council and to present, with other 

colleagues, on what we thought the meaning of this new programme might be.  

Inevitably there were misgivings amongst councillors just as much as there were 

amongst those of us who were standing up to present what we thought the meaning of 

this new regime might be.  I think one of my colleagues - I cannot rememeber which of 

us it was - made what I thought was a very good point which was it is the only game in 

town.  If I were you, I would take the supply now.  Surely at some point in the future, as 

we have seen in the past, there will have to be some rationalisation of this mess.  That is 

where we were in 1988 when housing benefit was said to take the strain.  A successor 

Government came along, introduced rent restructuring to try to harmonise and make 

the rents more even for similar properties of similar types in similar places. 

 



 

 

Now it was a bit tidy minded but nonetheless it happened.  Looking at the impact of 

what will happen to the Housing Benefit Bill might be -- and Jenny is absolutely right 

about the cost of private renting and the growing dependency on it, particularly when 

we have such a low wage economy for those dependent on it.  There has to be a stand 

back at some point in the future about trying to harmonise rents to be more logical and 

more coherent. 

 

I think we are in the here and now.  My guess is that at some point we will be there 

again looking at some more sensible distribution of pricing for the affordable housing 

product. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  Keith, I do not disagree with you that any normal London 

street would have similar variations.  The point is up until now you have been getting 

public subsidies to take on that role as housing management.  I think the accountability 

to the residents - as Jenny has raised - is important.  What improvements can we see on 

that front?  That is still clearly an issue.  You are now landlords not in one specific 

neighbourhoods but all over London.  It probably makes the exercise a lot more difficult 

but, nonetheless, that is where you are and, like I said, if one is social housing, in some 

ways, on that front certainly, you are probably better off being in the council property 

than the housing association property? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  I think that is a matter of opinion.  I would suggest to you -- I cannot speak for 

all the 15 associations let alone the several hundred that work around the country but 

go to the Affinity Sutton website, look at our transparency page and our accountability 

pages, you will see a wide variety of data about things we do, what we spend our 

money on, and so on and so forth.  We have a very comprehensive resident involvement 

strategy.  We had a national residents’ council meeting just before Christmas.  I take 

some encouragement - these are the most engaged residents, the ones that run 

residents associations and are community activists - when 94 out of 100 residents said 

they would recommend us to their friends and family as a landlord.  I think that says 

something about how well we are doing. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  For example, your Board, do you have majority tenants’ 

representatives there who can determine rent levels because, in some ways, they have 

got probably a better eye for that than the professionals? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  We have a third of our Board Members who are residents. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  I think we need to keep an eye on that.  That is all I am saying.  

Jenny has raised an issue about the role of councils in the future supply of London.  If 

there is going to be a level playing field one day they have got a critical role to play.  

We have seen that is a demand in places like Camden -- 

 



 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  That is a very powerful argument from Jenny and it is 

something we will be looking at in the work programme later on in the year.   

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  Thank you.  I wanted to explore what you think the 

consequences of the interaction between the Government’s affordable rent policy and 

its welfare reform agenda for the tenant community?  The question is aimed primarily at 

Jenny and Elizabeth and Keith.  Jenny, do you want to start? 

 

Jenny Fisher (Chair, Samuda Estate Residents Association, Tower Hamlets):  

Again, it is just a nightmare really.  Somebody mentioned earlier - which I did not quite 

follow - an answer which said that when you were trying to hone down on what was in 

the Mayor’s programme, 65% was going to be within the benefit cap but it said the 

housing benefit cap.  Certainly we are finding the classic case of tenants who last week 

got a letter saying that her family’s household benefit was being capped at £370 - 

benefit as a whole - but whose rent contribution is £375 a week.  That is what we are 

actually facing.  That is just being repeated throughout London now. 

 

What I do not understand is how you can say that rents across London fit within the 

benefit cap because different households will use up different parts of the benefit cap 

according to how many benefits they have.  You can have a household with three 

children who receive three lots of child benefit in a three bedroom property living next 

door to a household with six children with six lots of housing benefit and they use up 

different parts in those different entitlements to kinds of benefits of the overall 

universal benefit cap.  How do you ensure that the rent element which contributes 

through housing benefit to the overall benefit pay for that household is actually enough 

and they are going to get enough housing benefit to meet that?  That is what I do not 

understand - have I made myself clear? - about what was being said earlier. 

 

Apart from that I think the question just comes back to -- sorry, there is one other point 

to make which you may not have thought about which of course is that under the old 

rents scheme there was a formula according to how much rents could go up by.  It is 

important to remember that under registered providers that applied to the base rents, 

the standard rent, and not to the service charges.  The funny old thing now, in terms of 

who is paying for what where, is that some housing associations - certainly not all but 

some housing associations - are now increasing service charges.  This always used to be 

paid under the base rent, for which you could claim housing benefit, but now we have 

redone our accounting package and we can now isolate the cost more accurately so we 

can put it on the service charge where it is not eligible for housing benefit.  However, as 

the cost for an element of caretaking, street lighting or whatever it is moves there is no 

corresponding reduction in the base rent.  We have seen, in some places, because of the 

service charge element of the rent paid going up 40% and rents going up in social 

properties 14%, even though it is supposed to be capped at whatever that formula is of 

£1 plus 0.5%, that all contributes again to what is actually affordable where. 

 

Of course where you have that situation and you perhaps have leaseholders, articulate 

leaseholders often, being able to complain and being able to knock out an element from 



 

 

the service charge, tenants do not necessarily benefit from that.  It does not have a 

follow on effect.  Tenants end up paying then the base rent they were paying before, 

plus the thing that has gone on to their own service charge plus, presumably, for the 

absence of the leaseholder paying that element of the service charge because they have 

been able to articulate themselves out of it. 

 

The benefits issue and how tenants afford things at the moment is very difficult and it is 

made more difficult in many cases by unfriendly/hostile registered providers. 

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  OK.  Elizabeth and Keith, do you want to come in on the initial 

question and maybe comment on Jenny’s points as well? 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  Yes.  

Housing associations in London are putting in immense amount of resource into the 

front line to make residents aware of the impending changes with the welfare reform.  I 

do know that across the board there have been a lot of initiatives, surgeries, and visiting 

of tenants, going through individual cases with tenants, to actually make them aware of 

what is happening and to discuss with them,  provide financial debt counselling and 

advice services. 

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  What sort of evidence is there that the affected tenants are 

aware of the significance of the welfare changes and what evidence are you getting that 

they are already aware of it? 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  

Sadly our experience has been that tenants are not, in the main, aware or are not taking 

on board the implications, which is actually very troubling, and makes our job harder in 

fact in disseminating the information and making it available across the board. 

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  Is that what you are finding as well? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Absolutely.  The level of understanding of the impacts of welfare reform is low.  

There is a lot of work to do.  The experience of most of us I think is the best way to do 

it is face to face, rather than through letters and newsletters and so on - they go in the 

bin so not much point in doing that. 

 

G15 has just collected some data -- and I might say this has got a big health warning on 

it because an awful lot of what will happen as a consequence of welfare reform is about 

the impact on people’s behaviours, and those are really difficult to predict so we do not 

know quite how people will respond to more difficult circumstances.  We reckon that 

one in ten of the G15 tenants - we are responsible for about 400,000 in London so it is 

a big number - will lose benefit as a consequence of being deemed to under occupy 

their property - this is the bedroom tax - to varying degrees, depending on how much 

working age households under occupy.  That has a value of about £19 million a year.  

Now many of the tenants - I can say from Affinity Sutton’s experience - say they will fill 



 

 

the gap.  There must be a doubt as to whether they are able to do so because with 

limited incomes and the benefit is not generous, to say the least, so a big number. 

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  You say a big number but do you have an idea about which 

households would be likely to be affected by the bedroom tax and whether this would 

have an impact on people actually deciding to move, for example? 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  I 

was just going to say the Government’s own estimate is that 80,000 Londoners will be 

affected by the bedroom tax. 

 

To just comment on Keith’s point in terms of whether any of them will decide to move, 

from our point of view the tenants that we have spoken to -- obviously we have 

identified those who would be affected by the bedroom tax and we have spoken to 

them individually - the response has been that they will do anything to stay where they 

are because of their social networks and children’s schools.  This is a concern because 

what we can see perhaps is that tenants will get into debt.  There will be immense 

pressures on them. 

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  Jenny, you are nodding. 

 

Jenny Fisher (Chair, Samuda Estate Residents Association, Tower Hamlets):  

That is so right.  You really have to take into account the fact that you are not just 

talking about baked bean tins that fit on the supermarket shelves; you are talking about 

real people in real communities.  As Elizabeth was speaking I was thinking through stuff 

that has happened on estates I know. 

 

One of my son’s friends used to forget his PE kit a lot and so he was branded a naughty 

boy and given day time detentions in the exclusion room quite a lot.  Finally just before 

his GCSEs he pointed out to the school that the reason why he forgot his gym kit quite 

so much was because when his mother hit him it was with such a large plank it left such 

large bruises it was embarrasing for him to do PE in shorts.  Right. A boy.  Because he 

wanted to finish his GCSEs he had a plan for what to do when he left his mother - 

because that is what he had decided to do - which was to sleep in the park.  Now we 

know you cannot really sleep in the park and do your GCSEs at the same time so what 

happens?  Social services cannot immediately house him.  He gets taken in by school 

friends and looked after and supported by people in the community.  Part of these 

tenants you are talking to. 

 

I know two people who have been nursed through the final stages of terminal cancer 

not by social services and not by the NHS but by other people on the estate.  We have 

people who specialise in going to older people, other friends, and dealing with that. 

 

We have friends who take in each other’s children in those moments of emergency.  

What do you do if you are a single parent or if your partner is away working or if your 

your partner has to go work - and low paid jobs are often not the sort of thing where 



 

 

you can be flexible about the hours - and one of the kids has to go to hospital?  You go 

next door.  “Here, Jane, can you come round and just keep an eye on these four.  I have 

got to take this one to hospital”. 

 

That is the reality of what happens and there is massive amounts of social infrastructure 

saving the state money which is not counted when you look at the investment in social 

housing keeping those communities together.  It is not counted.  Do you remember in 

the old days carers work was not recognised or counted.  There is that wider work that 

should be counted as value that is received from subsidy in public housing. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  I wanted to pick up on the bedroom tax and people 

under occupying because over many years councils and housing associations have 

wanted, where possible, people who are in very large properties to downsize.  Often it 

can be someone whose family has perhaps moved on.  I know when I was a borough 

councillor we used to have a small is beautiful scheme and we would try to support 

people - obviously if they wanted to - encourage them and incentivise them to move to 

smaller properties.  If you were looking at doing that - say it was an elderly tenant who 

was living in a big property and the family was not there - if they did their move what 

would their rent be?  Would you still be able to protect it at social rent or, because they 

have moved, would they be in some affordable rent?  That is one of my concerns; that 

you have might have had these schemes in the past.  Will that change in the future? 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  No.  

From our point of view - and I think that this is the case across the board with other 

housing associations - we actually do provide incentives for older people who are under 

occupying to move and, when they do move to another property, we do make sure that 

it is at a social rent. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Generally speaking that will be the case.  Of course it is worth remembering that 

although it is often the elderly who are under occupying they are not impacted by the 

bedroom tax.  The biggest problem sits with those generally in their late 50s, the family 

has gone, they have been in the family home for a long period of time, they really do 

not want to move - and who can blame them.  Those are the ones that suffer, 

potentially, the biggest loss of benefit as a consequence of the new welfare rules. 

 

I might say, by the way, that there is a lot of talk about the benefit cap, the overall cap, 

which of course is not sensitive to the exceptional costs of London so it is a national 

cap.  I know we certainly did what we could to lobby the Department for Work and 

Pensions (DWP) for it being more regionally sensitive, and failed.  Actually the numbers 

affected by the benefit cap, to the best of our estimates, is about 1 in 50 London G15 

tenants so it is a smaller number than we first thought.  The bedroom tax is the bigger 

number because there is a greater level of under occupation than we thought. 

 

The other element here of course is the payment of benefit direct to tenants.  The 

combination of that and also of course the likelihood that council tax benefit will be cut 



 

 

for anyone other than vulnerable households.  The culmination of all of those things 

places the traditional housing association tenant in pretty difficult circumstances and 

that is why, as Liz I think was hinting, we are doing what we can through welfare 

benefits advice, getting people away from money lenders and all of those things.  The 

G15 is estimating it will spend about £11 million in the next year and a half in helping 

people maximise their benefit entitlement and survive these changes as best they can.  

Of course we are not in control of the impact of those changes; we are simply trying to 

mitigate them. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  You just said - I was rather surprised by that - 1 in 50 will be 

affected by the total benefit cap which I reckon affects anyone who lives in a social 

rented property and is on benefit.  You have to be not in work or too sick to work, or 

looking for work.  I would have thought anyone with three, four, five or six children 

would be affected. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  That is absolutely right.  It is large families in larger homes.  That number.  The 

reality is the affordable rents, which we were discussing earlier, there are relatively small 

numbers of people in those properties anyway at the moment.  The more people who 

do move into affordable rents then the likelihood is the more that will get captured by 

the benefit cap particularly when they are in larger accommodation.  The number 

initially is relatively small but is set to grow. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  I think it is very interesting.  There are not many families not in 

work or too sick to work etc with three plus children living in housing association 

properties? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  There are.  I could not tell you what the proportion is off the top of my head. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  1 in 50 is quite low. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  The assessement we have done -- as I said I put a big health warning on this 

because we are still collecting data.  Some local authorities have been excellent at 

handing over data to enable us to understand the nature of the occupancy of 

properties.  We are collecting more data.  We have not had to do these things in the 

past.  We are now.  The best evidence we have got is about 1 in 50.  We are going to 

learn more of course when the universal credit is implemented because then it will be 

real numbers. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  Hopefully it is something the Committee can return to when 

we have got real numbers -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  I am talking about the total benefit cap being introduced in April 

so you can only have £500 a week. 



 

 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Universal credit is not introduced universally in April. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  The total benefit cap is introduced in April and that is what is 

saying you are limited to £500 of benefit.  That is seen on all benefits for family. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  What we are saying is the best evidence we have available suggests it is a smaller 

number than we first thought but my sense is it will grow, particularly as a consequence 

of more people potentially moving into the affordable rent lettings. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  This is clearly something the Committee is going to have to 

keep an eye on over the coming years when we do see the concrete figures emerging.   

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  On the point you made about the number of tenants you are 

expecting to have to help through the process, you did not say explicitly, is this because 

of your concerns that people may get into arrears with the payment going direct to the 

tenant rather than the landlord? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Yes. 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  Yes. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  It is all of those factors actually.  It is bedroom tax, benefit cap, impact of all 

welfare changes.  We are learning things from the pilots about behaviours but of course 

it is a slightly phoney war at the moment really because the pilots are being tested 

before the implementation of universal credit.  This is only housing benefit that is being 

captured in the pilots, not benefits as a whole. 

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  OK.  Have you got concerns that if people did get into arrears 

that the credit strength of housing associations will be damaged?  Moody’s noted 

concerns about that and that that might have an impact on future supply as well, if your 

credit rating is affected by arrears. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Yes, I think it must be a risk.  Interestingly Affinity Sutton borrowed some money 

in the capital debt markets in the autumn.  I saw 35 investors in 3 days and every one of 

them wanted to talk to us about welfare benefit reform.  We had assumed a doubling of 

arrears and a doubling of bad debts as a consequence of welfare reform, so it was 

factored into our business plan.  All the numbers were transparent.  We have no idea.  

That is our best estimate.  We hope we have been unduly pessimistic but we simply 

cannot be sure because this is about behavioural change.  We do not know how people 

will respond when they have that money in their hand.  Will they prioritise the rent or 



 

 

not?  The reason we are investing so heavily in this work is to try to make sure that 

people understand the critical importance of keeping that roof over their head. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  OK.  Thank you.  We will move on to the final area of 

questioning then which is looking at the Mayor’s role, and Caroline is going to lead off 

on this. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  OK.  I suggest Alan and Nick could start off.  I am 

looking at the Mayor’s role in the provision of affordable rented homes.  I am 

wondering about the current arrangements, the negotiating affordable homes provision 

under the Affordable Homes Programme.  Is it actually working? 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  Yes. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  Do you want to expand on that? 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  The 

negotiation, as I think we have discussed throughout this morning, was done before the 

transition into the GLA. I was previously a member of the Homes and Communities 

Agency in the London office and we negotiated with Keith’s colleagues and Keith 

directly all of the contracts, as I mentioned earlier.  That negotiation of the programme 

was finite, it concluded and then contracts were entered into to deliver the outputs 

which we have agreed.  It is specifically around the negotiation of the actual contract 

that was concluded and we were satisfied that we were getting best value out of a 

limited resource with all the other contributions which we discussed this morning going 

in to that. The negotiaton was keen and challenging, but we got to a position we 

thought was best value. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  OK.  Let’s just move it on then in the sense that 

expenditure to date is substantially below the allocation for 2012/13. Only 288 

affordable and social rent housing starts were made in London during the first six 

months of 2012/13.  Why is the number of housing starts so low given you have 

negotiated such a good programme? 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  In any cycle of 

investment programmes when one comes to a completion and one has to start again 

there is going to be a dip.  There was always going to be a dip in the projections of 

where the National Affordable Housing Programme drew to a close.  It was 

fundamentally around completions.  There were very few starts in the back end of that 

programme because you had started at the front end and it was just looking at 

completions.  The starts did dip.  Then when you are building the programme again you 

are in a trajectory on the way up. 

 

One thing that I would raise is that we managed to actually get over 3,000 starts in the 

new Affordable Homes Programme in 2011/12.  We incentivised some of that and some 

of that did come forward.  That was a key output of the negotiation of the contracts 



 

 

taking some of those schemes which were oven ready and which could start as the 

Affordable Homes Programme.  There may be very low starts recorded in the first six 

months now, but you have to look at there was considerable in the back end of 

2011/12 as well. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  You obviously plot all these things.  You are saying 

288 is about what you would have expected, or is it below what you would have 

expected? 

 

Alan Benson (Head of Housing, GLA):  It was hard at that point with the new 

programme.  We did not know what to expect because it was a completely new 

programme.  It would be less, those numbers, than we would have expected in previous 

investment rounds.  There are two key points really.  Nick makes one.  Previous 

investment rounds, from 4 to 6, 6 to 8 and 8 to 11, you had very much the same 

product rolling forward, so everybody knew what they were doing and it was very easy 

to get starts of the same product that you had been delivering.  Suddenly we had a 

brand new product completely being delivered, which was the affordable rent, and we 

had to get into all these long contract negotiations with the RPs who then had to, once 

they had settled those negotiations, get into negotiations with the boroughs about 

delivery of the programme.  Actually the starts were a lot fewer than we would have 

expected to see in previous investment rounds at that stage but it is not unlike what we 

expected to see in the end for this new investment programme. 

 

Every year, even on previous investment programmes, the first six months you see 

significantly fewer starts and completions than you do in the five or six months.  It is 

like a hockey stick; you see the vast majority in the last quarter of each financial year so 

we would expect to see a significant increase in the starts and completions in the 

programme between now and the end of the financial year. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  It would be useful if you could perhaps provide us with 

what your projections are for the programme year on year or every quarter so that we 

could look at that and how you are delivering against that. 

 

Alan Benson (Head of Housing, GLA):  The figures have been provided on an annual 

basis but I do not think it has been provided quarterly. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  However you have got it that would be helpful.  I 

noticed that the Mayor had offered to provide 75% of developer funding up front 

instead of paying on completion to try to kick start stored projects.  How many 

registered providers have taken up this new upfront funding arrangement? 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  It is useful to 

say that actually if you look at the last programme that was a similar scenario.  It was 

globally through the Homes and Communities Agency in 2011/12 that that payment 

ratio existed.  When we launched the negotiation of the Affordable Housing Programme 

(AHP) there was no financial incentive for a start on site tranche.  Then the GLA 



 

 

decided to provide 75% on starts midway through the programme.  I think it is fair to 

say that every one that has had a start has taken that opportunity and it has 

incentivised a number to bring forward and escalate.  However, you have to take into 

account that when grant is only 13% of the total scheme costs the incentive is less 

great than it was when you were working at a 40%/50%/60% of total scheme costs.  It 

is arguable, when we are discussing with the G15, how great that incentive actually is.  

However, we have seen some bring starts forward. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  Are you able to give us some figures on that?  I 

appreciate you may not have them today. 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  Yes. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  That would be helpful.  The Mayor has new powers of 

leverage over housing associations in terms of new build standards and tenancies.  How 

is the Mayor using those? 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  I will comment 

on the standards and maybe Keith or Alan can add.  London as a whole raised the bar 

on the standards in terms of new build with the introduction of the interim Mayor’s 

London Housing Design Guide, as you are probably aware.  That raised the bar on 

sustainability standards and eco standards whereas we are operating to the highest level 

of Code for Sustainable Homes 4 - the rest of the country is still operating on Code for 

Sustainable Homes 3 - so we are raising the bar.  Also some very basic elements to the 

fundamental design of the properties around having double aspect, higher ceiling 

heights and discussions around open space in the curtilege of the development.  That is 

all fixed as a minima for the AHP within London which is higher standards than outside 

London. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  That plan is being delivered?  Those standards are 

being delivered? 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  Yes. 

 

Alan Benson (Head of Housing, GLA):  One more thing about standards before we 

talk about tenancies is that it was something the Homes for London Board, as it was 

then, the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) London Board, was very, very keen 

when it set its parameters for this programme, along with the family size, to ensure that 

it met the Mayor’s Housing Design Guide standards in full with the programme. That is 

a requirement we set within the negotiations and that has been delivered. 

 

One thing I want to say about the Board.  The Board, including the local authority 

members of the Board, who are half the Board, supported the overall shape of the 

programme.  I am not saying for a moment that means every single one of those 

members completely embraces the affordable rent concept as a way forward - I would 



 

 

not say that necessarily - but the Board as a whole shaped that programme including 

the design standards. 

 

The Government introduced a change in the tenancy law anyway in local authorities 

being able to set tenancy strategies.  What we did say on our housing strategy to local 

authorities and RPs that we set the broad parameters for what tenancy strategy should 

look like, basically that people should use some flexibility that the Government is giving 

them.  We expected to see and agree a protection for certain groups - fixed, long term 

or lifetime tenancies for groups that are vulnerable - and we expect them to use fixed 

term tenancies where appropriate and they thought appropriate as well.  We wanted 

every borough to have a mix.  We were not setting out what the mix should be for every 

borough.  We thought that was too didactic.  People should take their local choices.  

Every borough, virtually, that has come back with services strategies has come back 

with a mixture of secure long term tenancies for all.  They have often restricted to their 

own council stock to secure permanent tenancies but most have accepted a degree of 

fixed term tenancies to enable RPs to deliver a more viable programme. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  Thank you. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  I would echo what Alan has just said; there are 32 London boroughs where 

strategies are either finalised or in the process of being finalised.  We have to have 

regard for those.  You can imagine that they are all subtly different so having regard for 

all of them proves to be a bit challenging.  I think, generally speaking, things are 

settling down now as people start to understand what those expectations look like. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  What is the problem with building to Code Level 5 and having 

that as a recommendation? 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  I would not 

necessarily say from a policy perspective it is a problem.  From a viability perspective it 

is a problem because the hike from 4 to 5 is quite significant.  It is cost. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  You are aware I published a report a little while ago that if you 

build to Code level 5 that actually you can establish a premium for those parts of any 

schemes that are for sale to the point where you can back subsidise affordable housing 

because people are paying for that level of housing, they will pay an addition, so you 

can get a much better market value in proportion to the build cost.  Is that something 

you have done any work on? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  I cannot speak for London because we have not done it but we have got the 

largest zero carbon private development in the country in Chichester, a place called 

Graylingwell, which you may have heard of.  We are doing it jointly with Galliford Try.  

Our experience is there is no premium at all for high eco standards.  It is one of the real 

viability issues for the scheme.  For example, the integrated transport plan for the 



 

 

scheme as well as the onsite generation of power and so on just is not appealing to the 

people buying those homes.  It could be a market issue.  However, our experience on 

that scheme is that it is not attracting a premium price. Indeed, it has been a sales 

disincentive to a number of purchasers in the private sector. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  That is fascinating because the research I have done indicates 

that, certainly in the London perspective, you are getting those. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  If I might say, I think the London market in many ways has its own 

characteristics.  The provincial market is different.  It may be that we are comparing 

apples and pears here because in Chichester it is a leafy place and there is lots of choice 

around the type of housing available.  It could be a product of the design as well as the 

specification that is causing us not to find it easy to sell those homes with high levels of 

sustainability performance.  I will look out your report actually -- 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  If the evidence was to change you could change your evidence to 

get a higher standard? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Yes.  I think it was true of moving to level 4. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Level 5 is not zero carbon. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  No.  When we moved to level 4 of course there were additional costs.  My 

personal view is that improving sustainability should be embedded in the building 

regulations so that every house builder throughout the country has to meet the same 

standards.  In that way we will get more standardisation and we will get more 

innovation. However, relying on the affordable housing sector to innovate when we are, 

frankly, still quite small players the unit costs of provisions we are required to make to 

meet these standards are still relatively high.  I have long been in favour of getting this 

in the building regulations, a level playing field, and everyone has to build to the same 

standards.  If we are having to pay more for our construction costs … 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  The whole basis of this argument is that there is not the money 

around to do what we want in housing.  Any decision you make in housing, whoever it 

is, is going to be the wrong one for someone. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Of course. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  It is just that the point is it is not about public subsidy; it is about 

those properties being viable and attracting that much more -- 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  I want to bring in Murad now. 



 

 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  I am sure Tom and Nicky are going to deal with the numbers.  

One loose end which has been puzzling me for a long while.  Whilst the Mayor is 

working with housing associations on the provision of affordable rented homes, what 

supervisionary powers do you have over their activities, if any?  I noticed, Nick, you 

avoided the topic of making a contribution earlier when that was raised.  I do think, if 

we are going to get Associations to deliver on time, ie not in the fourth quarter, in the 

summer, and in the spring, you need a stick as much as a carrot.  To take on board 

concerns like service charge overloading potentially and selling off old properties in 

central London.  Those things.  You need a framework to do that, but I cannot see 

where it is at the moment, unless you tell me otherwise. 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  From a global 

regulatory perspective as part of the Localism Act the Mayor chose not to take on the 

regulatory powers that previously sat with the Tenant Services Authority (TSA) and now 

subsumed back to the HCA. The regulation of the sector lies with the HCA from a lot of 

those issues that you have raised.  However, we do have ways of -- I would not use 

supervisionary but testing whether the partners have delivered their programme to a 

complaint standard. We run a compliance audit every financial year of the way that the 

providers have delivered the programme to check that they are in accordance with the 

contract etc.  However, the actual regulatory power still sits with the HCA for all London 

associations. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  My concern is it seems to be buried in a quango where no one 

knows where to go to when they want to raise these issues.  That is a difficult thing.  I 

personally would have preferred it with the Mayor so everyone knew where to go to 

when they had their concerns.  At the moment - unless you tell me, Alan - it is actually 

very difficult to get through to the HCA on such matters.  It is the end product, how 

you manage it and how you deal with tenants is as critical as the delivery which is on 

the supply side. 

 

Alan Benson (Head of Housing, GLA):  I will not tell you it is not difficult to get 

through!  I will not tell you that.  We are one of a number of monkeys on Keith’s back, I 

suppose, trying to get him to do things he wants to do.  He has other people like banks 

and people who lend him money on his back.  In the public sector terms it is us and the 

HCA.  I would correct slightly one thing Nick said.  When he said the Mayor chose not 

to take on the regulation that was not actually offered to the Mayor at the time of 

devolution -- 

 

Nick Taylor (Head of Area North West Housing and Land, GLA):  Sorry. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  It was not? 

 

Alan Benson (Head of Housing, GLA):  It was not part of the package that -- 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  So he did not turn it down? 



 

 

 

Alan Benson (Head of Housing, GLA):  He did not turn it down.  Absolutely not. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  Thanks for that clarification. 

 

Elizabeth Clarson (Chief Executive, Housing for Women, and Chair, G320):  

Could I just point out that the housing ombudsman obviously has a role. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  OK.  Jenny, very quickly. 

 

Jenny Fisher (Chair, Samuda Estate Residents Association, Tower Hamlets):  

There are a lot of concerns over regulation.  You have got in your background paper 5, 

under 3.1, “Housing associations, although independent, are regulated by the State”.  

Really they are not.  Under self regulation they are pretty much left to their own -- the 

regulation is, “Have you got a system for self regulation?  Yes or no?” 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  That is simply not true.  We have -- 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  Let Jenny finish. 

 

Jenny Fisher (Chair, Samuda Estate Residents Association, Tower Hamlets):  As 

part of a package.  Many housing associations may have a lot of measures in place but 

what we are finding in our investigations is - you talk about monitoring and have they 

delivered in what they have built - a lot of local borough planning offices that you 

might expect to go round monitoring the details, the minutia, are not able to do that 

any longer because of staffing issues. 

 

You mentioned before, Murad, residents on Boards.  They might be a place as 

somebody who would help monitor.  You have got to understand that a resident on a 

Board of a housing association is usually selected by the same housing association 

appointments panel as selects all the other members.  Usually application forms can be 

quite long asking you do you work in the right sector etc, what is your background.  

Quite often you have to sign an undertaking along the lines of you will not say anything 

to the detriment of the housing association if elected to the Board which really breaks 

any kind of representative link between residents and a resident being a representative 

on a Board.  I think it is time to stop talking about resident Board members and start 

talking about Board members who happen to be residents.  Once you step up, you have 

drawn the bridge up and you cease being a resident.  There have got to be other ways 

that residents can be involved. 

 

Frankly, in most housing associations that I have come across the resident engagement 

policies are very weak.  They look right on paper but, in practice, they usually mean we 

choose the residents and we choose what engagement we have with them. 

 



 

 

One thing to come out of this is the Tower Hamlets’ Federation of Residents and 

Tenants Associations has got a Residents’ Charter which it has brokered with housing 

associations in the borough.  It has got five key points in it on consultation, 

accountability, recognition, development and standards.  Given that those five points 

spell out C-A-R-D-S it has been popularised as put your cards on the table landlords.  

That is a move by rank and file tenants, ordinary tenants, living in this accommodation 

to say, “What you are talking about on your Boards, in your publications, in your glossy 

newsletters that we pay for, is not true”.  Much is challengeable and puncturable, and 

something has got to be done to call it like it is. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  I think there are two points really.  One is that housing associations are 

regulated by the HCA and I do not think there is any real difficulty in calling 

Matthew Bailes, who is the Director of Regulation, or Julian Ashby, who is the Chair of 

the Regulation Committee.  They are both accessible and they would want to know if 

there are concerns about individual housing associations. 

 

Jenny’s point about the role of tenants on Boards is generally true.  There is a legal 

duty on anyone who serves as a Director of a company to act in the best interests of the 

company at all times.  That is an inconvenient truth but that is not to say that housing 

associations cannot have effective means by which they are held to account by their 

tenants, and many of us try very hard to do so. 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  Thank you.  We are running short of time now so we must 

move to the last set of questioning and, Nicky, this is on house building post-2015. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  Right.  I want to talk about house building post-2015.  I want to 

know how likely are you to deliver the 40% of completions that we have been told will 

happen between 2014 and 2015? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Everyone tells me that they are very confident. I am sure that is exactly what 

they have told Alan and his colleagues and that is what always seems to be the case.  It 

is a more difficult period than we have seen in the past.  Nick talked about the 

prolonged negotiations.  The reality is that the programme only started in earnest at the 

end of 2011 so we have only been at it a year. It does not surprise me that there has 

been a slow start. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  You think there will be a building programme in 2015/16 but it 

will be completions? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  We do not know what the comprehensive spending review will say.  I think what 

most of us speculate is that the state of the economy is such that an incumbent 

Government will have a short term comprehensive spending review which is focused on 

election rather than long term financial planning and therefore we do not have any 



 

 

certainty about what happens beyond 2015.  That is unhelpful in terms of programme 

management.  In the past the HCA, when it was running the programme nationally, has 

always over programmed and slippage for completions into a later year has not been 

unmanageable. 

 

The view that we have expressed to Alan, Richard Blakeway [Deputy Mayor for 

Housing, Land and Property], David Lunts [Executive Director of Housing and Land, 

GLA] and colleagues is that the one thing that could help assure the maximum delivery 

is flexibility over what we call the drop dead date of March 2015 because it would 

enable schemes to get underway. Even if there were a further back stop date of a year 

later or whatever, it would enable people to put schemes underway without them being 

concerned about the risk that they might not finish by that drop dead date and 

therefore be ineligible for the balance of any grant available and therefore be in breach 

of their contract. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  OK.  In terms of the programme beyond 2015 you are saying you 

have no idea? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Correct. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  You have no idea.  However, the Government has said it will 

make an announcement on the future model of affordable rent? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  Given, Chair, that you are short of time, I am very happy to leave with you the 

G15 proposition called Putting a Roof over London’s Head which we have shared both 

with the Housing Minister, with Richard Blakeway, and the Mayor saying what we think 

would work in terms of getting the balance between deliverability, affordability and 

sustainability.  I am very happy to leave that with you.  We think there are some things 

that the Mayor and housing associations jointly could do.  It is a proposition which I am 

very happy to leave with you. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  What you are saying is that there is a model? 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  There is a proposition. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  There is a proposition. 

 

Keith Exford (Group CEO, Affinity Sutton Housing Association, and Chair, 

G15):  There is a proposition which involves using public land, perhaps lobbying for the 

earmarking of stamp duty land tax receipts in London to create the resources and about 

having a bit of flexibility on rent so that we have truly affordable rents.  There is a range 

of ideas at very high level necessarily because the housing sector is terrible at getting 

into detail when it should really be talking about strategy and policy. 



 

 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  OK.  We look forward -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  Is the Mayor lobbying Government now? 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  We look forward to receiving that document and if any of 

the witnesses have any further information they would like to pass to us then you are 

more than welcome to do -- 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  Do we not need some lobbying now, Chair, for that? 

 

Darren Johnson (Chair):  We can make representations to the Mayor and to the 

housing bodies about what we believe they should be doing as part of our 

recommendations in the report. 

 

Thank you to our witnesses.  Many thanks for taking part today.   


