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Len Duvall (Chair):  Thank you.  Right, let’s move on to item 6, Review of Key Issues Affecting 

Council Housing in London.  We have a number of core questions.  There may well be some 

additional questions that arise from some of the answers that our experts give you.  If we could 

move straight into questions, rather than take statements. 

 

I am very grateful for the Smith Institute who has given the presentation to all Committee 

Members.  No doubt that may generate some questions. 

 

We have had very good support from the London Tenants’ Federation as well, which the 

Committee have also received. 

 

In terms of the first question, if I can direct it to the Smith Institute, but others may well 

contribute once we have heard from them, can you just briefly set out the overview of the 

nature of Council Housing in London today, from some of your research?  Then if I can do some 

follow-on questions that you might be able to deal with as well. 

 

Why have local authorities been more likely to retain ownership of their housing stock than 

elsewhere in the country as a trend, if we can bring that in?  Why is it particularly true of inner 

London?  Just to give us that issue, if that is the case, and no doubt our council colleagues will 

come in to some of those issue.  What are the advantages and disadvantages of this 

arrangement from a tenant’s perspective that you have picked up.  Maybe, Pat, you might want 

to pick up on that later on as well. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Thank you very much, Chair.  Maybe the quickest 

route into this, I will not go through these slides, you can flick through them yourself.  Just to 

stress a couple of points from that as almost scene setters, and I think we were being a bit 

provocative and a bit cheeky around what has happened to council housing in London since the 

early 1980s.  Slide 2 demonstrates the point quite clearly about the loss of right-to-buy homes 

in London, I think demonstrates what has happened over the last 20 or so years.  We have 

identified a loss of 290,000 homes on right-to-buy since 1980.  We estimate current costs of 

replacement, which is about £160,000 a unit, that is including your street and your sewage, the 

average cost that we have identified in London for a new council home.  We have estimated 

that to replace the lost stock will cost you £45 billion, and that, at current rates of investment of 

all affordable homes in London, would take you about 72 years, so just to give you a scale of 

the problem and the challenge. 

 



 

Similarly, we have also set out in this very short snapshot really some of the issues around 

supply in general, which I think are important to know, particularly the growth in private 

housing and, obviously as you know, the almost non-existent growth in supply of council 

housing.  We have also noted - and it has come from our work and I think you have seen the 

report that we did in Southwark, the report that we worked on as a secretariat to the 

Commission on the future of council housing in Southwark - that there are enormous pressures 

and costs in the system to just maintain the stock that London has as it is, the boroughs have as 

they are.  There is an enormous cost on top of new supply, but also maintaining decent homes. 

 

Then of course we have identified, which you already know, and which the GLA has 

documented it pretty well, which is the demographic drivers in London and the huge demand.  

We have again, just to give you a sense of scale, looked at the need for 33,000 new homes a 

year for the next 20 years.  We are meeting about two thirds of that at the moment - that is all 

housing.  That takes you over 20 years to 250,000 homes which is the size of Manchester.  That 

is the challenge you have got as a city.  That is the shortfall that we have estimated that you 

would face on current rates.  If you carried on as you are, the next 20 years, within 20 years, you 

are basically a Manchester short, which is not a small place, as you know. 

 

The other point - I think just as background which is worth making - which is just around price 

and affordability, which I am sure you will have on all of your minds in terms of what is 

happening in London.  Most Londoners, particularly low income and young people, are being 

priced out of the housing market.  The work we have done identified council rents, and you 

have your own figures too, but just to give you a measure, council rents are averaging around 

£89 a week, compared with £219 a week for a two-bedroom property in the private rented 

sector.  That is a hell of a gap.  We know that that gap is widening and we also know that the 

benefit bill is still underpinning it and that is getting bigger. 

 

The other figure which I thought was interesting, we came up with the work we were doing, 

again in Southwark but we have extended it to looking at other boroughs, is the gap now 

between house prices and incomes.  The ratio was 4:1 in 1997 and it is 9:1 now, if not 10:1 in 

some of the boroughs, so people cannot buy their way out either.  Renting is a difficult route, 

buying is an impossible route and council housing is limited in its facility. 

 

The other thing just to mention, before directly what you said, but I think it is important for the 

whole meeting to set the context a bit.  We felt that in the work that we have done on council 

housing that no one in London could be in denial about the scale and the seriousness of the 

crisis, which is obviously evident from your own inquiry.  More particularly, we have looked-- 

and I think you need to think long and hard about the question which is at the foremost of each 

of the borough’s minds which is who are they providing their housing for, and not get too 

confused between the supply of affordable housing, or for those that can perhaps afford it, and 

providing homes, particularly council homes for those on low incomes, or low income housing. 

 

The key question we felt that was coming out from our work around the housing revenue 

account (HRA) self-financing regime, what it might mean for the GLA, and what it might mean 

for the boroughs in terms of London borrowing to build as well as borrowing to mend, which it 



 

needs to do.  We were asking the question, I think it is a legitimate one, about how many homes 

and for whom. 

 

Just having said that, to get back to the more specific questions that you are asking, Paul might 

want to say something just on the tenant’s side about the exercise we had, a very interesting 

exercise of focus groups with young people in Southwark, who lived in council housing.   

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  Obviously one of the biggest issues is 

affordability and tenants see social housing as the only possible way of providing affordable 

housing for them.  Especially young tenants,  many of whom are living with their parents, they 

did not see any route out of living with their parents for the foreseeable future, largely because 

private rents are so high and the chances of getting a housing association property are fairly 

slim, if you look at the housing waiting list, 500,000 in London.  Unless you have an acute need 

in priority the chances are you are not going to be housed. 

 

Price was probably the main issue coming out, also number and availability of properties as well 

as the security of tenure, which obviously now is starting to change, but for the majority of 

tenants they still have a secure home and a right to that, which council housing provides more 

so than housing association properties.  Council housing also provides cheaper rents.  However, 

that is changing with rental convergence at the moment.  These things are a moving picture but 

certainly affordability and security were the two main reasons for why people wanted social 

housing. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Of course just to stress that, I mean we spent 

eight months working on this project looking at housing in Southwark, so it has implications 

wider but it is strictly within Southwark.  The thing that struck me most was that what we were 

dealing with in most areas was people on low incomes.  The average income of council tenants 

in Southwark was around £9,000 and the average income of elderly tenants - and there are 

more and more of them of course, which is a bit challenge - was around £6,000.  That is in 

Southwark - that is here.  On those levels it was absolutely clear than under any scenario, other 

than subsidy - and we were very clear in our minds that to provide housing for those types of 

people required subsidy - it was almost virtually impossible to see that housing could be 

provided without some subsidy through the housing benefit system or through direct capital 

subsist providing housing at a very cheap rent.  Either way, we could not see any scenario 

whatsoever by which housing could be provided for those on low income in London, without it 

being provide without subsidy either through the housing associations or through the council.  I 

think that is proving the case now with the welfare reforms.  Yes, there is a market for 

affordable housing.  Yes, there is still a strong, if not fully met market for private housing, 

although home ownership has also declined in London.  Yes, there is massive growth in the 

private rented sector, but those at the lower end of the income scale, no houses seem to be 

being built whatsoever.  Slightly disconcerting is that in many places where there were 

opportunities to perhaps provide this housing, we felt that our argument in this report is that 

the current welfare set of reforms was actually making that much harder rather than easier. 

 

I hope that is a bit of a whirlwind tour of certain issues. 

 



 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  Just on why stock retention has 

happened in London. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Yes, absolutely. 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  Apart from the stock issue what else have you across. 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  I think it is over to these guys, it is 

about politics, isn’t it?  It is a strong will within the council housing movement as well as -- 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  And rents of course.  One of the things we found 

was that there was a general feeling of a lack of confidence in the last budget transfer leading 

to sharp increases in rents and a bit of a precedent to that in the 1990s. Therefore, when the 

second and third wave of transfers came about there was resistance to that.  I think it is also 

important to say that that many people in London saw council housing as much better value for 

money than perhaps other parts of the country.  If you compare social rents to private rents 

outside of London, not much of a cigarette paper between them.  Obviously, as I have already 

mentioned, a huge gap in London, so that is significant.  People can see their aspirations in 

housing terms fulfilled perhaps better and easier out of London and in London. 

 

Also I think there was a sense of almost closed communities inside some boroughs.  When we 

went to do some interesting workshops with tenants in Peckham, we found people’s aspirations 

were quite limited, in terms of moving home that is, and feeling that anything that would 

threaten their security tenure of their housing was, you know -- 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  It is certainly a feeling of the better the 

devil you know. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Yes, absolutely.  When we initially held these 

discussions with the tenants in Peckham we were talking about moving away, and we thought 

they meant moving away out of London. They actually meant moving away to the south of the 

borough, or the west of the borough.  Their aspirations for their housing were to move within 

the borough and not further.  In that sense I do not think there was that great an appetite for 

movement and certainly people did not feel it was sensible in terms of value for money. 

 

However, you have all visited some of the system-built estates that are around in London and 

they are in a mess, a lot of them.  A lot of authorities are doing a good job, I think, running at a 

standstill and keeping them decent. We have got some figures in here that show that actually in 

the last five to six years they have got ahead of the game.  The cost of maintaining some of 

these block estates, the system-built estates in particular, to a half-decent standard has 

improved.  However, I do not think the Committee should be under any illusions about the sheer 

cost of maintaining the stock, let alone rebuilding it. 

 

We did a quick survey for a piece of work we are doing on HRA reform.  We have been 

surveying finance officers around the country on HRA reform, and it is quite clear to us that the 

priority for most authorities, I think at the moment, and I think the boroughs too, is to maintain 



 

the stock.  Decent homes is the number one priority, generally speaking. Then there are some 

thoughts about boroughs building around that. 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  That is fine.  I just want to check with our experts, Pat, do you want to 

come in? 

 

Pat Turnbull (London Tenants’ Federation):  I just want to make a few points.  First of all, 

the question here is, is council housing good or bad for tenants?  I think not only do most 

council tenants think it is good for them, for various reasons that already we have mentioned, 

rent, security of tenure, you have some chance of course to have some democratic input into 

your housing because you have a connection with the local council.  The length of the council 

housing waiting lists shows that a lot of people who are not in council housing would like to be 

in it, so there is a demand for it, despite how it is sometimes dumbed down.  

 

Just on the system-built estates, they seem to be under particular attack. However, if you take 

the Heygate Estate, we have found evidence that refurbishment of this estate would have cost 

much less than it is going to cost to finally knock it all down and, unfortunately, replace it, not 

with council housing but with housing for sale, which people will not be able to afford to live in.  

I think those are reasons why council housing is good for tenants. 

 

Secondly, it is not just people on very low incomes in London that can only really afford council 

or other social rented housing.  It is actually more than half of Londoners.  If you look at the 

figures in our report on page 2.1.5, you will see some evidence for that.  We are not really 

talking about a residual population.  We are talking about a very, very large section of London’s 

population.   

 

The third point is really a point that I think the Mayor and London Assembly Members ought to 

argue with the Government - it is just one aspect of this question of money.  You mentioned 

the number of homes that were lost in the right-to-buy, it is a huge number and the amount 

that it would cost to replace them.  The proceeds that came from those sales did not go into 

housing but went into the general coffers of the Government for them to spend as they chose.  

I think that is a very good argument for saying that the Government ought to be spending 

directly on housing in London, that council housing should actually be financed by direct money 

from the Government centrally. Otherwise quite frankly, I cannot see any other way in which the 

substantial amount of housing that is needed in London can be built, unless the Government is 

forced to do a u-turn on this policy of just withholding a subsidy completely for new building of 

council housing and social rented housing.  I would recommend that argument to the Mayor and 

the London Assembly Members, which I am sure they have used before, but I would not give up 

because I think it is a very cogent argument that tenants would support. 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  Do you want to hold fire, or do you want to come in at this stage?  No.  

James? 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing and Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  Just to say one point, Chair.  I realise the discussion is going to be mostly about 

council housing today. However, just to flag up I think one very interesting point in this 



 

presentation about the private rented sector, where we see the private rented sector overtaking 

social rented sector, in terms of the number of tenants now. I think part of the debate that is 

happening nationally is that because in the private rented sector, in terms of limits on rent 

increases or security of tenure are so bad, there is now an argument by the Government, and by 

the Mayor to an extent as well, saying that therefore council tenants should not deserve such 

relatively better conditions, and sort of levelling it down to the level of the private rented sector, 

which I think is the wrong way of looking at it.  We should actually say that the benefit of the 

social rented sector, in particular the council sector, is limit on rent increases and security of 

tenure, and that is more the model that we should be looking to for the private rented sector as 

well, particularly as it becomes a more long-term destination where people live. 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  In terms of being conscious of the time, we have a lot to get in this 

afternoon, so I will take groups of people that have indicated.   

 

Tom Copley (AM):  We have had a number of responses to the Committee so far and there 

seems to be a political dividing line over housing with some boroughs happy for it to be 

replaced by the private rented sector, while others do still value the sector.  First of all, what do 

you think the impact is on communities when council housing stock is allowed to diminish?  

Secondly, do you think councils have a moral duty to retain and build more council housing? 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  What I wanted to know is, you talked to some tenants who were reluctant 

to move and I think you mentioned Peckham.  Did the availability of alternatives feature in their 

decision not to move? 

 

Murad Qureshi (Chair):  Yes, just coming to the presentation, you said the size of 

Manchester.  Is that greater Manchester or the Manchester City Council? 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Greater Manchester. 

 

Murad Qureshi (Chair):  Greater Manchester, OK.  The other thing is you have used a bit of 

jargon in the presentation, LSVT? 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Large scale voluntary transfer. 

 

Murad Qureshi (Chair):  You do not have figures on the graph as substantial diminishing of 

the stock.  I just think when I worked in the sector it was actually quite a big push to move 

council housing into housing associations and essentially a lot of tenants were being told that if 

you did not, that the places would not be getting repaired and what-have-you.  I think that 

should not be lost sight of and I think many residents felt very uncomfortable with that.  You 

only have to go to Camden for example and they were holding out for the fourth option.  I am 

not sure where it is now, but can you just clarify that as well in your presentation, because I 

think that has had a large bearing on what has happened in a lot of estates as well. 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  Let’s bring the Smith Institute questions first, and then we will bring in 

the wider issue that Tom raised about council issues. 

 



 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Paul, probably you can mention something about 

Peckham and the response we got, which is quite interesting. 

 

Councils have a moral duty to provide housing.  I think what we tried to do with our 

presentation, I mean it was very short and sorry it is not comprehensive in every detail and there 

is more detail in our report. However, we tried to demonstrate that councils can make a 

contribution but they need to be realistic, and we tried to show you the scale of the challenge 

and the contribution that is possible.  I think the thing that needs to be borne in mind is where 

is the money going to come from - it has already been mentioned by Pat there, but resources. 

 

Even the work we did in Southwark, where we looked at the council’s borrowing headroom 

under HRA.  I am sorry if this gets a bit technical, but it is important.  £260 million, if I 

remember correctly, they have borrowing headroom, if they want to.  We looked at how many 

units -- 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  It varies from council to council. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Yes, but that does not get you hundreds of 

thousands of units.  I think that got us how many, 30,000? 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  6,800 extra new builds. 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  Which is important, let’s not deny that, 

particularly for people on low incomes that is probably the only housing they will ever have a 

choice of.  Just to give you a sense of what has been happening in London, this borough in 

Southwark has been having up until recently 2,000 homes for sale or to rent every year for the 

last 15 years.  Every year.  We are talking about maximising most of the headroom on HRA to 

get you 3,000.  It is just the scale of it.  What we have seen over the last decade or two I think is 

a complete loss of what I would call sub-market rent housing squeezed completely out of the 

market, which has raised some very serious questions, I think, about the duty of a council to 

maintain what I would think was a legitimate objective of mixed communities.  There could be a 

situation where there are no mixed communities, certainly in the inner boroughs, because 

everyone has been priced out.  That is my first point. 

 

Let’s go on to transfer and repairs.  It is a viper’s nest, isn’t it?  It depends where you go. 

Camden you quoted of course was one of the most vocal opponents of transfer and they were 

not convinced whatsoever that housing associations would deliver a better deal.  It has been 

different in different places and the housing associations sector are the major social providers 

and are an significant sector now.  I think personally from the work that we do at the Smith 

Institute, I would urge you to think about ways in which they could co-operate better with local 

authorities, rather than necessarily be in conflict with them, which is probably what it was in the 

past under the previous policy. 

 

The fourth option, as far as I am aware I think is lying in a ditch somewhere around the 

Department for Communities and Local Government (CLG) and Eland House in Victoria.  I do 

not think it has been resuscitated, as far as I know - although I would be very surprised, if not 



 

gobsmacked, if Government came out with a forced transfer programme which did not require a 

ballot.  The key thing about voluntary transfer was the voluntary bit.  These properties were 

transferred on the back of a ballot and the majority on the ballot.  If that ballot could not secure 

a majority then the stock was not transferred, so hence Southwark in particular.  Of course, as 

you know, there is a mixed picture.  There is plenty of research you can dig out yourselves about 

the mixed picture of how in some places housing associations have done wonderful things with 

the stock and in other places they have not. 

 

The only other interesting point I wanted to make - and I did not mention - was how the world 

has changed so much since the recession. In some boroughs we picked up some intelligence 

that actually right-to-buys are now being bought back by the councils and provided as 

properties, which I think is fascinating.  You have got the right-to-buy buyback.  What is 

happening in some boroughs is the right-to-buy is now becoming empty, the boroughs are 

buying the properties back and then claiming the new homes bonus as a result of it, which 

applied to councils that have empty properties.  We are in a situation now where councils are 

using some of the money they have to actually buy the properties, because the right-to-buy 

lease holders probably cannot afford to maintain them, or they have lost value over time. 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  Just on the numbers of transfer.  I do 

not have the numbers for London but 500,000 in the whole of England were transferred over.  

Large-scale voluntary transfers, so, yes. 

 

Just on Peckham, the people we had in our focus groups were young people and, to be honest, 

they were not going to move because they had no alternative place to move to.  There is no way 

the private rented sector can provide you a decent quality home for people on modest incomes.  

It is just not possible.   

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Does it kind of reflect what you went back to saying, it is that great 

truism that the problem with housing is there are not enough houses? 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  ):  Yes, not enough houses that are suitable at 

the right price. 

 

I will tell you one other thing we found, Paul, which is quite interesting, just for your records 

really, we found quite a difference between young women and young men in council housing, 

which we were not prepared for. 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  Yes, I guess lots of the women were at 

home during the day--  On the other side of what is good about council housing, we have to 

look at what is not so good, and a lot of the stock is not in a great condition.  If you are living in 

property which has problems with pests, damp, or any kind of disrepair it is not a great place to 

be but there is no alternative. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  The men seemed to be more about moving, 

because we discovered when we dug down into it they were not dealing with some of the day-

to-day problems.  It is what we found.  Because we did separate groups, overall it was quite 



 

interesting.  The focus of a lot of the groups was on not getting another place to live but 

improving the place they were in with maintenance and repairs. 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  And a frustration with the system often, 

that were not responsive enough to their understandable concerns. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Are you saying that generally they did not view the quality of housing 

they were in as inadequate? 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  If you look at the sector as a whole, 

council housing, social housing, satisfaction rate is around 70%-80% but that is not to say they 

do not have concerns. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  People are angry with the repair service, more 

than necessarily where they live.  Another thing that would often come out was people are 

frustrated because the Decent Homes Programme - and I was in Government when we were 

creating the Decent Homes Programme - did not really take in place.  The place agenda was not 

really on the map then when this came out.  People would often find that there would be repairs 

to the property, then just outside the front door would be a mess and there was a sense that 

they had not taken in place, they had just taken in building.  That probably needs some more 

thought to how to improve council housing areas and places, as well as to improve the bricks 

and mortar. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Are you familiar with the survey by Ipsos MORI a little while ago of 

people on the waiting list inquiring about the kind of housing that they would be willing to 

move to?  It revealed, not surprising, but it is nice to see it backed up in figures that 30% 

wanted a house, 16% wanted a Victorian cottage, wouldn’t we love that?  14% wanted semi-

detached houses, 6% wanted a 30s semi-detached house and only 0% wanted to move into a 

tower block or other such system built property.  Do you think availability of choices for people 

is a problem in London? 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  You have to look at a bigger picture - I am sure 

you are - in terms of labour markets, employment.  People can get probably bigger houses, 

probably even private rented houses they could afford out of London, but then they probably 

would not get any employment.  What we found certainly in our work in Southwark was that 

people were locked into the areas partly because of their need for work.  A lot of low income 

people living in Southwark and working in London, probably in the city, the idea of living 

outside of London at cheaper rents was offset by the transport costs.  Ironically in this modern 

age of great mobility on all levels, certainly for those who can afford it at the bottom end of the 

pile, people seem to be less mobile and council housing was not necessarily what was trapping 

them where they were with their aspirations.  It was just that the alternatives were far too 

expensive. 

Andrew Boff (AM):  There are alternatives, aren’t there?  If you take Islington’s example, who 

recently developed the Packington Estate and did a very impressive development there, I do not 

think there is a single tenant who moved into those neo-Georgian houses that was not 

delighted to move in there. 



 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  No, I mean there aren’t.  There are 40,000 

tenants in Southwark, so I mean -- 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  What I am just trying to say is that when people are told there is no 

choice they will make no choice.  It is when there are choices and good quality housing choices 

that they will start to be more mobile.  Would you agree with that? 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  As long as they can afford it, yes. 

 

Pat Turnbull (London Tenants’ Federation):  Just responding to your point about 

aspirations of types of homes, if you give people a dream scenario they will respond to the 

dream scenario.  Speaking from my own experience, previous to me being so lucky as to get a 

Greater London Council (GLC) home I was in private rented accommodation.  When I got a very 

tiny flat on the fifth floor of an old block of GLC housing I thought it was very good.  Since then 

I have been lucky enough to get improvements.  Of course, the problem is with council housing 

tenants today it is less and less easy for them to get improvements, even to be able to move to 

a flat that is more suitable, or a home that is more suitable for the size of their family, because 

of the loss of council housing.  I think these things should all be measured in the light of reality 

and that would be my view of that one. 

 

On the question of housing associations and working with them, the trouble with housing 

associations is that from the 1980s for the next couple of decades they were being given 

advantages as an alternative to council housing, which is why there were so many transfers and 

so on.  That is no longer the case today.  I was speaking to somebody from London & Quadrant 

and he was saying that they used to get a 75% grant to build new homes.  They are now getting 

10% and soon they will get nothing.  The Chair of the Housing Committee in Hackney Council 

was saying, at a tenants’ meeting recently, that transferring council homes to housing 

associations is no longer an option, presumably for this reason.  He sees the options as being 

building council homes and building homes for sale, which is another problem.  I think that 

housing associations are less and less of a natural alternative than they used to be. 

 

I think the point about not enough houses should always be modified by what Paul Hackett said 

immediately afterwards, not enough houses suitable at the right price.  There is no point in 

continuing to build houses in London, and they are continuing to build houses in London that 

most people cannot afford to live in.  Who is buying these houses?  That question has to be 

answered, and what is happening to them afterwards.  Are they being re-rented at rents that 

people cannot afford to pay after they have been bought?  The whole thing has to be followed 

through properly to see whether the need is actually being met. 

 

If I may make my last point, on the state of council housing, the reason why council housing is 

not always adequately kept up to scratch is because since the 1980s not enough money has 

been provided for the upkeep of council housing.  When somebody said earlier on, quite rightly, 

that some council tenants agreed to their housing estates being transferred to housing 

associations is because they saw no other alternative to get their places brought up to a decent 

standard.  That is not an indictment of the councils in a way or of the tenants, but is an 



 

indictment of the fact that not enough money has been provided from Government downwards 

for housing since the 1980s. 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Just very quickly on that, you did say about the price of housing.  Would 

you not admit that the price of housing is a product of the supply?  If you have got a very small 

supply of housing the price, whether or not it is affordable rents or buying the property is going 

to be higher. 

 

Pat Turnbull (London Tenants’ Federation):  Yes, but who decided that the supply should 

be turned off?  That is the question. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  You are preaching to the choir in terms of anybody who has been in local 

government for the past 30 years absolutely agrees that the proceeds from right-to-buy should 

have gone back into housing.  We are talking 30 years, all parties.  The trouble is as soon as 

they get into the House of Commons their views change.  Certainly local councillors have always 

been lobbying for as far as I can remember for those proceeds to go back into investment into 

housing.  You are, as I say, preaching to the choir. 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  I just wanted to make a couple of technical points, Chair, about 

transfer.  As Pat has explained, stock transfers were mainly seen as a way of increasing 

investment in former council owned stock.  The reason why they are unlikely to happen in the 

future is because the rules have changed.  The Government no longer funds the overhanging 

debt that goes with the stock.  That is an absolutely crucial point.  For instance, we have done 

several stock transfers in my own borough, in Lambeth, on an estate basis, and there is a group 

of tenants who are interested in looking at that option at the moment.  It is only a small estate 

but the overhanging debt is £4.9 million, which exceeds the cost of the investment required in 

the properties.  That is the barrier to transfer at the moment. 

 

In terms of where we are in London at the moment only four boroughs have actually transferred 

all their stock as a large-scale voluntary transfer. Therefore, outer London boroughs, all the rest 

of the London boroughs have retained their stock, either directly managed or through arms-

length management organisation (ALMO) arrangements. 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  If transfer is not the issue for increasing the quality of the stock, then is it 

remodelling of existing estates where people are going at the moment? Although even that 

does not provide the answers really.  To remodel large housing estates you are replacing them 

with private sector.  You are going to have to take a hit on some of the council stock won’t 

you?  Is that what councils are being forced to consider at the moment? 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  I think all councils, as other colleagues have said, have to have a 

balance in managing their housing stock, between spending on quantity or spending on quality.  

Those are the kind of issues that you need to decide and as was outlined at the beginning of 

this presentation.  A lot of London council housing stock is still in a very poor state.  I speak 

from a borough with one of the lowest levels of decent homes and, therefore, the largest 

allocation of funding from Government to fix that problem.  That still won’t be enough, so you 



 

are absolutely right, we are looking at estates - and I think all boroughs are doing this - and 

talking to the tenants and being absolutely transparent with them about what the options are 

for making major improvements in their homes.  The investment may bring homes up to the 

Government’s decent home standard but it will not make the kind of major changes that a lot of 

tenants actually need to see in their communities to their homes and their estates. 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing and Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  Just to link the point that Tom made earlier on with a point that Paul Hackett 

made.  Tom made a point about what duty do councils have to provide council housing and to 

have a control of the sort of housing in their boroughs.  I think we have to fundamentally agree 

that councils or Government should step in to make sure the right kinds of homes are built in 

the right places.  There is an appearance of a consensus when you talk about people from 

different perspectives where people say, “Well we just need more homes.  Just build whatever 

you can wherever you can”.  If you take an analogy, if the National Health System (NHS) had 

some problems with it you would not just say, “OK, just give out some drugs and put some GPs 

anywhere”.  You would look for where you needed the GPs to be, what kind of healthcare 

problems you had and you would address the solution in that way.  We have to see housing as a 

social policy rather than just as a purely economic thing, where you can flood the market with 

supply and it all magics itself out in the end.  I think in that context councils do have a duty to 

get involved and to make sure that we have a mix of housing so that London not only functions 

socially but also economically.  That was the point that Paul Hackett made when he pointed out 

the issue with people being on very low wages not being able to commute very far. 

 

We had a really powerful example in Islington, which then got onto BBC news, of a woman who 

lives in Finsbry Park but works part time in Oxford Street.  The only way she could do that, to 

make it work, working in a department store in Oxford Street, was to have a lot of housing 

benefit, to live in an expensive private rented property.  With the benefit caps coming in she 

was forced with having to move out and lose her job.  The equation does not square unless the 

money goes in somewhere.  The problem over the recent years is that the money is all going 

into rents which is going up a lot in the private rented sector and then pushes the housing 

benefit bill up.  I think council and other social housing providers have a role to step in there 

and say, “Actually we put the money into building these new houses so we can actually have an 

influence on where they are and make sure they are affordable in perpetuity”. 

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  A very quick question really.  Obviously people have talked about the 

transferring out of housing stock, but in Sheffield they are transferring it back to local authority 

control.  I wondered if there was any indication that any of the local authorities in London are 

planning to do that? 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Just before I answer that, is it worth bearing in 

mind why stock was transferred, as well in Government, about the public accounts.  All the ways 

in which housing associations have been out to - I think the word is “outdo”, which is probably 

the wrong word - but “manoeuvre” shall we say, councils in terms of their stock is because they 

have been able to borrow off balance sheet.  Part of the deal with stock transfer was: transfer 

the stock, councils get their debt wiped off, they get a pat on the back, then housing 

associations can go into market and borrow to build and improve.  Those were all changed and I 



 

think with HRA, and this is the key thing, this is why your inquiry is timely, HRA is self-

financing, the whole world has changed.  That started with the Labour Party and was finished 

by the authorities.  One of the very few examples you ever see in policy making where there has 

been clear consensus and continuity over five or six years of preparation. 

 

HRA has a revenue account performance there.  I think everybody is reasonably content that 

there has been a fair-ish deal on the debt cap, which does enable authorities to do interesting 

things.  If you have got room, and lots of authorities have, I do not quite know where Sheffield 

is, but if you have got room and you want to buy back some of your stock or you want to build 

some stock, or you want to put gold taps on your counter, you can, for the first time without 

going cap-in-hand down the Eland House [DCLG] or to Her Majesty’s -- 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  Although not anything like the same 

scale as the housing association. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Exactly, yes.  At the moment it is a very small 

step.  Housing associations can go to the bond markets and borrow in the billions and local 

authorities could probably borrow in the millions.  That is the scale of it.  Even so, if an authority 

was to be created, perhaps it has the potential to do something that it could not have done 

before, which is why the question then comes back to “if” they are going to do something, what 

should that “do something” be? 

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  Earlier it was mentioned about the 500,000 people that were on the 

borough waiting list, which by any scale of the imagination is just a huge number of households 

and a huge number of people on waiting lists. 

 

Let me just get some views from people on how long applicants currently wait for council homes 

in London on average. 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  Can I make a comment on that?  I think that is very difficult to answer 

because London boroughs now do not operate a length of time waiting list as the sole means of 

deciding who gets priority for housing.  Everybody operates a choice-based system, so it is 

about the choices people make when they bid for properties how long they wait, more or less.  

If you only want a certain kind of property in a certain area, you may well be waiting on average 

20 or 30 years for a property.  If you want a property, say a one-bedroom on a high floor and 

you do not mind where it is in the borough, you may not have to wait so long.  It is very difficult 

to do those analyses.  Most boroughs do have those figures and can give you an idea, and it is, 

unless you are an emergency case, a very long time. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  There has also been a lot more flexibility 

introduced to the system now.  Some of it taken to extreme, and I think it is Barnet Council, 

isn’t it, Paul, who reduced its waiting list from 18,000 to 800, but simply we are with playing 

with the numbers.  Generally speaking there is more opportunity to think about nomination, 

allocation policy and we picked it up with our work.  People are quite keen to have a preference 

for local people.  Some people in our workshops that we did in Southwark, it is only anecdotal, 



 

but were suggesting that maybe they would like a council house for their son or daughter and 

maybe their son or daughter, if they are in work, are perhaps willing to pay a premium for it.  

There are all sorts of more creative thinking about the allocations, not just being purely based 

on need, although, with the short supply you could not meet the need anyway. 

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  Is there a difference within the different options people might make 

between the inner London boroughs and the outer London boroughs?  I know Andrew Boff you 

talked about homes and families, which clearly by the criteria Rachel mentioned would be one 

of the categories that basically bidding parties might be on there for a very, very long time.  Is 

there a difference between the boroughs in inner London and outer London in terms of how 

long people would be waiting for property? 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  I think, Chair, there are quite a lot of variations in the level of stock, 

so that is not an inner/outer London division that you could make. 

 

The only thing I would say is the cost of both buying and privately renting in inner London is a 

factor.  The differential somebody already mentioned between that, the cost of council renting 

and housing associations renting is obviously much higher in higher cost areas and  that does 

make a difference, but in terms of stock numbers, it is very variable and that has an effect 

obviously on the waiting lists.  Also as Paul mentioned, every borough has its own allocations 

policy, how it decides to give preference to people on its waiting list. 

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  I wondered if it would be helpful to get an example of waiting list time 

for Islington, seeing as we have a colleague here from Islington. 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing and Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  I think that in Islington we have about 14,000 people on the waiting list but 

actually the number on the waiting list is a little bit misleading, because if you are on the 

waiting list you have to have 120 points to bid in Islington, and yet half the people on the list 

do not have 120 points.  You have half of the waiting list who is waiting but they are going to 

be waiting indefinitely because they do not have enough points to actively bid.  Talking about 

how many people and how long they are on the waiting list, can distract a little bit.  When we 

are talking about housing need in Islington we do refer to the size of the waiting list, because 

that is what everyone understands. Going underneath the surface a bit more we talk about the 

number of households on the waiting list in overcrowding or in severe overcrowding.  Within 

that 14,000 we know we have about 3,000 families living in overcrowding, of which about 10% 

live in severe overcrowdings, so lacking two or more bedrooms relative to their need.  That, in 

some ways, is a better grasp of what the really urgent issues in terms of housing need are that 

we need to deal with. 

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  Thank you.  Then the final point I was going to ask I think may have 

been covered, but if anybody has anything else to add on obstacles in relation to mobility in the 

council housing sector that would be quite helpful to know, if anyone has anything to add on 

the main drivers of and obstacles to mobility in the council housing sector. 

 



 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  It is worthwhile saying, when you get it profiled 

out - and I do not know whether Alan [Benson, Senior Manager – Strategy (Housing and Land), 

GLA] has done this work for you in the GLA - but what type of council housing?  The mismatch 

between the supply of types of homes and the demand.  There was a big push politically across 

all parties for family-sized homes and yet there are problems we have identified for a single 

person, the demographic of single persons from an aging society but also divorce, etc.  The 

demand is at that end of the market.  The lists are distorted by the mismatch between the type 

of properties available and the demand for the housing.  Particularly for housing in need, which 

is often families and there is a shortage of family homes, but then the big driver on low incomes 

is at the other end of single person.  Not only have you problems with an aging stock, you have 

problems with rents being well below market rents and you also have a problem with mismatch 

between demands and the types of housing itself.  It is complicated. 

 

Fiona Twycross (AM):  My final question and then I will let other people come in.  Is there any 

evidence that people opt not to put themselves on waiting lists because they think there is no 

point? 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing and Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  To answer that final point briefly, one thing I was warned about by housing officers 

at the Council, when we took over in 2010, was that if you keep talking about building new 

council housing loads more people will go on the waiting list, because they think there is more 

there and so they think they have a better chance of it.  I think it is quite a moveable feast in 

those terms, which is why I refer to my earlier point about looking at the underlying stats about 

what the housing need is in terms of overcrowding and so on, rather than just the headline 

waiting list. 

 

If I can just go back to the question you asked just before about mobility, mobility is obviously 

restricted to an extent because it is mainly just within boroughs, which is not the way that 

people in the private sector would think about where to move.  If one side of the road is 

Camden and one is Islington, yet you are restricted to your local authority. 

 

One thing which is going to have a big effect within boroughs though is the affordable rent 

situation. If the affordable rents are being set at much higher levels than social rent, and then 

people who are on the waiting list who might be able to access them are not going to, if they 

are going to give up a property on insecure social rent for an insecure affordable rent at a much 

higher level, even if that property might be better for them.  I think that is going to create a real 

problem in terms of the mismatch where over the last ten or 15 years we have been going for a 

more level playing field in terms of rent between housing associations and councils, and now 

they run the risk of being wildly divergent, which will restrict mobility. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  Really to Paul.  I was told this week by a very large housing association, 

talking about their waiting list, that they were unable to really meet, as you were saying, the 

need for family housing.  There was virtually nowhere in London that they felt they could build 

four beds.  We know all about why that is, but to cut the thing short they were, therefore, 

offering families on the waiting list two beds.  I am just wondering, does that happen in the 



 

council house sector?  Is that happening now?  You are building in overcrowding by doing that 

of course. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Just to answer that, we discovered that there is 

overcrowding more as a result of illegal subletting actually.  It is a hard thing to prove 

sometimes but there is a lot of subletting going on and some of it is because people are 

desperate.  It is very frustrating.  You go to a block where there are often right-to-buy 

leaseholders, maybe second or third time around, who are letting properties illegally over-

crowed, but not much you can do about it.  Next door is a council tenant who is also renting 

probably almost definitely illegally in the sense of the contract with the council, so we see some 

overcrowding there. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  This is not the waiting list. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  I don’t know.  It is difficult. We did not see that 

much movement.  People are not moving now.  Everybody is paranoid.  What we picked up in 

Southwark is no one wants to move anyway.  What incentive is there to move at the moment if 

you are in council housing?  The only thing you are going to be offered is only something 

possibly worse.  There is a sense of a paralysis going on in the sector.  That is exacerbated by 

what is happening in the housing association.  David Montague [Chief Executive, London & 

Quadrant] et al and the G15 [the group of London’s largest housing associations], the housing 

associations in London are making it absolutely clear that on the affordable level they cannot 

provide local subsidised housing.  I think Keith Exford [Group Chief Executive, Affinity Sutton] 

summed it up perfectly when he was Chair of the G15, “You can’t have subsidised housing 

without a subsidy” and it is as simple as that.  There is not the subsidy and the numbers do not 

add up. What you are seeing is ways around trying to find squeezing more people in to the 

spaces they have got.  The alarm bell that should be ringing, I think with local authorities, is that 

housing associations are not going to meet that demand for low income households in the 

boroughs.  That demand in some boroughs is quite huge.  I think the by-product of that is 

going to be, in one way or another, legally or illegally, overcrowding. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  I wonder what James thinks. 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing and Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  If a new property is being let we cannot let it to a family in overcrowding. I am not 

quite sure how that works in housing associations, because I know that when individual cases 

have come to me, when people have suggested that as their own solution we have not been 

able to do that. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  OK, that is interesting. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Could you share with us the data with regard to the overcrowding and 

illegal occupation, because I would be interested to see that.  My understanding of 

overcrowding in London is it is about half and half between private housing and social housing, 

in terms of overcrowding, perhaps a little more for private overcrowding.  That is just because of 



 

what you have said there, so it would be interesting to see the data, because it is 102,000 

families in local authority housing, as far as we know, are in overcrowded conditions. 

 

It moves on to this idea of this waiting list that you have referred to and the length of the 

waiting list.  The former GLA Planning and Housing Committee issued a report two years ago 

called Crowded Houses: Overcrowding in London’s social rented housing and it was about 

overcrowding, it was about the fact that we have overcrowding.  One of the conclusions of that 

report was that in our efforts to minimise the wait for tenants on the waiting list it actually 

reduces the scope for managing your stock to resolve overcrowding. When a vacancy appears 

often the call is straight from the waiting list, quite rightly because there are competing 

demands, when actually you would spread a little more happiness if you were to say, “No, don’t 

go to the waiting list, start reassigning people within you existing stock and then allocate from 

the waiting list from the resultant vacancies” but that slows everything down.  How do we do 

that, bearing in mind the severe problems that overcrowding presents for people’s health and 

educational outcomes.  Sorry, it is a long question. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  I will just say one of the things we picked up on 

again from our work was trying to talk to tenants about whether they want to have more 

autonomy about their own allocations, particularly where you have really big estates. That was 

building on the work from the Hope VI tenant management in the United States, where big 

blocks were handed over to tenants to decide who should come into the public houses and that 

was interesting. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Just as an aside, I will mention to you the Suffolk Estate in Hackney, 

where I knocked on a lady’s door. She leaned over the deck access,  pointed to a house on the 

ground floor and she said, “That’s just become vacant”, she was overcrowded, “and it absolutely 

suits my requirements but it will go to somebody from outside the estate”.  It is a great 

frustration for people on estates to see those properties not being locally satisfied. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  We found out there was a frustration on 

governance.  It seemed logical to me.  I was going along on this sort of pointy-head policy 

watch, “I’ve got the perfect solution, you can govern this yourself.  It gets rid of all the 

conflict”.  There was quite a nervousness, wasn’t there, about taking on that responsibility.  

There is a funny sort of master-servant relationship between tenants and the council.  Not in all 

boroughs, but in our particular experience.  People were very nervous or lacked the confidence.  

Pat has probably go more to say on this than I have, but given the opportunity to manage 

allocations on the estate not everybody was putting their hand up.  We had these open sessions 

where people came along and I put this question: “Raise your hand if you think it is a good idea 

if you have more control over who should live on your estate”.  Only half the hands went up and 

they said, “Well, that is the council’s job.  I do not want to get involved, you know”.  It is not as 

easy to get the governance institutional arrangements to make that happen in the way that it 

should do. 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  I just wanted to make the point that obviously, where there is a severe 

demand for housing, as there is in most of London, a large proportion of properties are being 



 

allocated on an emergency basis to people who are homeless or to prevent homelessness, and 

those people might not be on the boroughs’  waiting lists.  They will be people who have to be 

housed and we need to be aware that local authorities have a statutory duty to house certain 

groups of people. 

 

That is one of the concerns around the kind of local lettings policy that is being discussed.  We 

need to be clear that local authorities have a duty to all of their citizens, particularly protecting 

the most vulnerable people with the most need who are presenting.  We also have a financial 

requirement to provide housing for those people because keeping them in temporary housing is 

obviously not good for them and certainly not good for council budgets. 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing & Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  I was just going to say that one way in terms of moving people around within the 

existing stock is very important which we have not touched on yet is about downsizing.  People 

are under-occupying and the incentive is for people to then move into a smaller property when 

it becomes available.  The way we do it in Islington, which I presume is pretty similar in other 

boroughs, is just giving people who have signed up to downsize a large number of points.  

When a property came up on their estate that they fancied moving into which was smaller than 

the one they were in, for example they were a single person in a two-bed and a nice one-bed 

comes up, they would in all likelihood have a very high number of points and be able to jump 

the queue to get that home.  It would be good for them because they can stay in their local area 

and get a smaller property because it is easier to manage, but it would also free up a bigger 

property to help the waiting list more generally. 

 

The other point I wanted to make was about local lettings, which has sort of been touched on.  

In Islington we have a local lettings policy for new-build projects on estates, so if you have an 

estate where you are doing a bit of rebuilding or infill or new properties along those lines, we 

have 100% local lettings for those new dwellings. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Packington as well? 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing & Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  Packington was different because that was a whole estate regeneration so, 

effectively, yes, you did have local letting because everyone was re-housed on the new build 

estate. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  I understand. 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing & Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  I am talking about more if you have an estate and you have a disused car park or 

garages and you build a new block on there, what happens to the lettings for those new flats?  

What we have found is understandably very popular with tenants, and we think is actually a fair 

deal, is to say that those new properties get offered first to people who live on the estate.  Then 

obviously those people move out of the existing flats which go on the general waiting list, so 

the new build still benefits the general waiting list population.  If people are going to put up 



 

with new development on their estate and all the disruption that entails, to give people who live 

there a first right to it we think is an attractive offer. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):   Are you allowed to do that, because other boroughs have tried to do 

that in the past, providing, for example, the incentive -- again, Hackney, I remember them 

trying to build into the garage areas of one particular estate and in order to persuade the 

residents, they wanted to be able to say to the residents, “These homes are for you”.  They were 

told they could not say that. 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing & Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  Well we are. I do not know whether that is new freedoms which have been 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  Thank you for that.  Alan, I am conscious I have not brought you in but 

there are three things arising out of this little discussion that I would like you to hold because 

we might come back to you.  One is what sort of data are you holding around some of our 

overcrowding issues and what information you need to presumably use for your policies?  When 

we talk of government here, you actually have some money now to do it. 

 

Also, the Committee would be interested to see about the flexibility around incentives for 

action.  How much flexibility is there in a national framework when the Government has given 

you the money and prescribes that or can you say, “No, we are going to spend it in this way to 

do X?”  It is a bit rough and ready how I have asked it, but I think you have the drift. 

 

Thirdly, on terms of supply, have you ever been consulted via planning colleagues when the 

Mayor has taken a big decision to say, “Is it the right type of housing that the developer is 

saying they are going to provide on this site”?  Have you ever intervened to say, “Actually, this 

borough does not need that size.  The borough needs different”? 

 

Can you park that and come back maybe in a written form to us around some of those issues 

and there may well be some other questions that Members want to ask.  We almost certainly 

want to invite you to the next meeting as well.  We are not parking you.  You might get some 

questions later on.  I just do not want to lose sight of some of those questions arising from that 

debate.  Thank you.   

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  I just wanted to pick up a question around mobility, first of all.  

I do not know, Rachel or James, from your borough perspectives how useful you find the 

Seaside & Country Homes scheme which Alan’s team presumably runs.  In the last year there 

were 208 moves but 518 new registrations, so it is really popular and it particularly helps with 

the downsizing often, in my experience.  I do not know how useful you find schemes like that 

and whether you think perhaps the Mayor’s Office, say, should be doing more of those sorts of 

schemes.   

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing & Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  It is useful but I do think there is a lot of desire amongst some tenants in Islington 

to stay in their area.  The idea that everyone wants to move out, I know that is not what you 

were saying, but it is definitely not the case,  I would say anecdotally, that even a majority of 



 

tenants want to leave Islington.  I would say that a lot of people want to stay in their area and if 

they are going to downsize, they would expect to be able to get a nicer property which is more 

accessible and so on.  It is important part of the mix to have that moving outside of London, but 

we do need a particular strategy for how we help older people stay in their area. 

 

One example is a new council block that we are starting to build this year where it is on the 

edge of an estate but it is designated for over-55s, so it is like a little block of I guess 20 flats.  

They are all one and two-beds in the block and they are designated for people from the estate 

to move there.  You have a big estate, the Bemerton Estate off Caledonian Road, you have 

several hundred homes there and this is a relatively small block but it is going to be first offered 

to people downsizing from the estate.  That is an example where people want to stay locally 

because there has been a huge amount of interest in that kind of development, so we need to 

plan that into our policy.  As well as doing the family-sized council housing, thinking about 

decent accommodation for people to downsize into is really important. 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  Yes, it is a very useful scheme.  The boroughs have a bit more of a job 

to do in making sure that people know about the scheme.  That has always been an issue with 

the Seaside & Country Homes.  For instance, boroughs like Southwark do make very good use 

of it because it is well known in that borough.  There are some boroughs that have never put 

people forward for it and that may be an issue, but it is very limited in scope and it does have 

quite a limited appeal. 

 

There is, however, a pan-London mobility scheme in operation now that has only recently 

started to try to free that movement up between boroughs.  However, it is very small-scale and 

only takes a very small percentage of each boroughs’ lettings within it.  It does seem to be 

working quite well at the moment, but is limited.  As James has said, there is quite a lot of 

reluctance from people to move very far from their own communities unless they have a specific 

need for obvious reasons. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  Alan, are there plans to expand the scheme?  I appreciate it is 

only limited but, looking at mobility and freeing up properties, there are people who want to 

move out to be near their children outside London or want to move to the seaside. 

 

Alan Benson ( Senior Manager - Strategy, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  There 

is a desire to expand both schemes.  There is a different challenge in the two schemes.  For the 

Seaside & Country Homes, every London borough is signed up to that now.  I could not say that 

yesterday but the final borough signed up to take some nominations next year, so every 

borough would support us expanding it.  It is not the answer to all your problems, but it is part 

of the answer. It frees up a lot of family-sized homes and makes a lot of older people very 

happy when they move, so it is always a good news story. 

 

The difficulty we have is opposition from everywhere else in the country outside London to us 

building homes to house Londoners.  The GLC was much more able to force it through back in 

the 1970s and 1980s, so we have looked at what we can do within the curtailment of the 

existing development.  There is a very limited amount of build we can do within the existing 



 

stock, so it is a matter of convincing boroughs, to have a chance to do it.  Most of the housing 

associations that we work with that would also work outside London are not particularly keen on 

upsetting those other boroughs they work with by trying to force that through, either, so that is 

our difficulty there. 

 

With the pan-London mobility scheme, it has been a success.  It is small numbers, actually, with 

80 moved so far this year, but that is 80 more than there were last year.  Getting it off the 

ground was quite an achievement.  We would again like to expand that.  There is a different set 

of challenges there because the different boroughs in London have slightly different views 

about the way they would like to see it expanded.  So far we have managed to take it along as a 

simple scheme for everybody to sign up to.  To expand it would mean either we would make it 

non-reciprocal -- at the moment it is entirely reciprocal, so people would put in what they get 

out.  If we could shift away from that, we could increase the numbers very dramatically.  Some 

boroughs are keen on that; some boroughs are less so. 

 

The second thing we would like to see is we would like to look at big, strategic sites where we 

are investing.  We have done this in the Olympics where we have taken some stock from the 

Olympics, brought that directly into the scheme on a non-reciprocal basis and said that that is 

always going to be available for pan-London lettings.  We could do that with other major 

schemes as well but some boroughs oppose that and some boroughs are very strongly for it.  If 

we go into expanding it and for example bring in not just social renting but affordable rentand 

other products, we are going to have to manage quite carefully our relationships with boroughs 

to make sure we bring them along with us.  The challenge there is internally with the boroughs 

in London.  The challenge with Seaside and Country Homes is with boroughs outside of London. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  OK, thank you.  That is helpful. 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing & Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  If I could just maybe abuse the privilege of being here a little bit to make a pitch to 

the Committee and to Alan about building properties to downsize into within our boroughs. One 

problem we have seen with building a new block which is not formally sheltered housing but is 

designated for older people is still, as I understand it, exempt from right-to-buy.  One problem 

could be, in terms of maintaining that as an attractive place to downsize into, if one of them 

gets sold under a right-to-buy and then let out to students or whatever, it suddenly becomes a 

much less attractive block for people to downsize into.  There have been some conversations 

with the Mayor’s Office about that and any kind of movement along those lines where boroughs 

can designate blocks as older people’s blocks to downsize into would be a real help. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  Yes, thank you.  I wanted to move to talk about managing 

waiting lists and we have already started to touch on it.  Paul started mentioning it earlier.  I was 

wondering, firstly, from the boroughs’ points of view, are you looking to use these new 

freedoms that came in the localism legislation to manage waiting lists more actively?  If so, what 

are you particularly doing in that area? 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing & Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  We have had quite a lengthy consultation about our allocation scheme with 



 

residents, with interested organisations and with housing associations that operate in the 

borough.  Actually, at the end of the day, it is not going to be a dramatic change from where we 

are.  A lot of the changes have been quite high-profile but actually, when you look at the level 

of housing need which is going to have to be addressed by housing allocations, I do not think 

you get a greatly different output. 

 

We thought it was right to look at the options offered to us.  For instance, do you link offers of 

housing to people being in work or seeking work?  Actually, we have just found that it is so 

difficult to prove, particularly when there are no jobs, so you cannot actually require people to 

be in work.  You would have to have some kind of allowance for those seeking work and so on.  

Once you start to ask how you prove people are seeking work or have been seeking work and do 

all of the criteria along those lines, it becomes firstly very cumbersome and actually there are so 

many other penalties for people in the benefit system now that using housing allocations to 

replicate that would be a huge amount of work for very little change in the outcome, so -- 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  What about other things like the local connection which Paul 

mentioned that seemed to come up?  Is that something your tenants supported?  Have you 

changed to bring that in? 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing & Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  The proposal and the draft that we are consulting on at the moment is to say that 

rather than have a 12-month local connection, which is the standard 12-month residency 

requirement, it is going to be extended to be either three years or three out of the last five 

years, so it will be a longer local connection that people have to prove.  Part of that is also the 

fact that lots of boroughs are moving in that direction and there is a sort of feeling that no 

borough wants to be the one which has a much softer residency requirement. It is a situation 

which could have benefited from co-ordination early on but that is not where we are. 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  We have recently completed a review of our allocations policy and, 

yes, there are greater restrictions.  For instance, we have also increased the required local 

connection period.  We are now discounting over-21s in a household from the bed-size 

requirements and that is to deliberately focus on families with school-aged children to give ng 

them relatively greater priority. 

 

We have worked to remove some of the priority given to homelessness within our allocations 

policy and that is not because we want to disadvantage homeless people.  It is because we do 

not want to provide a perverse disincentive for people to become homeless.  Our focus is very 

much on preventing homelessness.  We do not want people to be homeless, so we have looked 

at that. 

 

We have also done a big clean-up of our waiting list by going through and checking if people 

are actively bidding, if they are actively looking for properties.  Basically, if they had not bid in 

the last few years, then with notice, they are now not on the list, so we have a much clearer idea 

of what our real needs are and how that list is made up. 

 



 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  What has your list gone from and to now?  What sort of 

numbers are you talking about? 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  It is almost halved, so it has gone from just under 30,000 to 15,000. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  It is still hefty.  The council tenants you have been consulting 

with, what have their views been on these?  Have they supported these priorities, discounting 

over-21s, moving to the priority from the homeless ... 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  Yes, broadly speaking, they have.  We have a commitment to 

coproduction so we involve people directly in policy development and go out and do workshops, 

focus groups and talk to people rather than traditional consultation. We have worked this 

through with groups of our tenants. 

 

I have to say our main concern with our tenants is they should understand where we have been 

coming from. They do not like absolutely everything but they have been broadly supportive.  Of 

greater concern to our tenants is the tenancy issues rather than the allocations,  and the big 

debate that we had in the borough about whether or not to bring in flexible rather than 

continue with secure lifetime tenancies.  In the end, we took the view that we were not going to 

have flexible tenancies for our tenants. 

 

Pat Turnbull (London Tenants’ Federation):  Could I ask you to explain that point, though, 

about discounting over-21s from the bed-size requirement?  Could you just tell me what exactly 

you mean? 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  Where we have households where there are non-dependent children, 

we are not including them in the bed-size needs when we give people priority for transferring 

because we are particularly concerned about families with school-aged children.  It is not 

something that we have looked at lightly. However we really think we will need to give some 

kind of higher priority to families with school-aged children because we are aware of the effects 

on a family’s aspirations and what happens to those children and their education if they are 

overcrowded. That is why we have concentrated on that group. 

 

Pat Turnbull (London Tenants’ Federation):  Could I just comment on that?  I could 

understand that but of course it means that the over-21s, who are already priced out of every 

other aspect of the market, are again disadvantaged with this as well. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  I was going to ask you to comment generally on what you have 

picked up through the tenants’ movement of what tenants are saying about these various 

consultations boroughs are doing in areas that are concerned with how boroughs are trying to 

manage waiting lists. 

 



 

Pat Turnbull (London Tenants’ Federation):  I do not know, really.  I do not know how 

much consultation really is going on.  My own personal view would be that as soon as you start 

to make the organisation of allocations too localised, you are not actually meeting what -- I 

think it was you who said you need to meet the need for people outside that particular area who 

also need homes and with a tremendous shortage of homes you are going to have a problem 

with meeting the severe need of homeless people.  I feel that that is going to be even more 

severe after April, is it not?  Are there not going to be a lot of people in large families who are 

going to probably not be able to afford to live in the homes they are in because of the loss of 

benefits?  It is going to be an enormous problem.  If you just confined it to one estate and 

people deciding who lives on that estate, that would be a great difficulty. 

 

Of course, there are other difficulties as well, which are that a very powerful family or a group of 

families or something like that might just decide that only they would be living on that estate.  

Those are all problems, really. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  There are challenges there.  Given that we know there is only a 

limited supply and particularly, as we discussed this morning, after 20, 30 or 40 years of 

governments of all colours not investing in council housing and that has caused some of the 

supply problems, are there better ways of allocating council housing tenancies? 

 

We had the system we used to have when I was a councillor for many years and the nightmare 

that was having to advise people the only way to get a house was actually to become homeless 

because that was the only way they were likely to get a property in the end.  Now we have 

choice-based lettings, which is supposed to be the most wonderful thing ever but then you hear 

some boroughs are looking to opt out of that, not necessarily in London but elsewhere. 

 

Are there better ways?  I will start with the Smith Institute.  Have you looked into this at all?  

Are there other magic ways that we could be allocating tenancies? 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  One thing is for sure from your inquiry: there is no 

magic bullets and no magic whatsoever in this.  In fact, a lot of it is hard graft. 

 

We looked at the HOPE VI experience in the United States under [former President Bill] Clinton 

where they had big problems with their public housing and they looked to radically change the 

nature.  I actually went out there to do some work with the Brookings Institute.  It was really 

interesting.  One of the things that I noticed from the programmes that they were doing there 

was to put the allocations nomination system under also a remit of promoting mixed 

communities.  The concern they had in the United States - and we have it here too but it is 

extreme there; it is also a race issue as well there - was the concentration of deprivation in 

particular estates as a result of having an allocation policy that just gave to need.  If you just do 

that, you end up with a situation where deprivation is just concentrated more and more and 

more in the poor housing, which multiples your problem. 

 

We did some work on intergenerational and longitudinal studies on people who live in council 

housing.  There was sort of a seven-up type thing where they follow up people’s lives, you 

know, birth cohorts from 1945 onwards.  What was fascinating was that up until about the mid-



 

1970s people who lived in council housing often saw it as a normal route towards the aspiration 

of moving on.  I lived in a council house until I was ten and then we moved to a private house.  

It was quite normal.  I remember when we moved out, a young couple moved in and we sort of 

waited for them.  We did not applaud them in, but it was quite normal and it was not seen as 

stigmatised.  It was just seen as a process.  A lot of councils have mixed communities with some 

young professionals coming in as well as traditional working class people, if you like.  That has 

changed and from the 1970s onwards the work we did showed that once you moved away from 

allocating public housing - let us call it public housing versus council housing - to a wider set of 

people, you ended up with your concentrations of deprivation, also a loss of aspiration and 

stigmatisation of housing. 

 

These were policy changes that were made primarily because there was a cross-party consensus 

to promote home ownership.  Also, as we moved into the 1980s, let us face it.  Private property 

was a good little money-earner for most people and council housing was not.  All these factors 

led to this problem that we are now trying to revisit.  It is not just about the list.  It is about the 

broader housing strategy that you are trying to achieve in terms of promoting mixed--  

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  Also public support for it, which is low.  I 

mean general public support.  As Richard Titmuss [British social researcher and teacher] said, 

service for the poor is a poor service.  If you want to be able to support and ensure investment 

in it, then it has to be for a broad spectrum of society.  Otherwise it becomes just a safety net 

for the very -- 

 

Paul Hackett, (Director, Smith Institute):  You know as well as we do, from all the 

anecdotal stuff and all the survey stuff, at the moment the wider public attitude, particularly of 

those who do not live in council housing and do not know anybody who lives in council housing, 

is not positive.  If anything, it is becoming housing for the undeserving poor. 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  I do not disagree with what Paul has said about an ideal situation.  I 

suppose my only comment would be that it would be nice to have the luxury to be able to 

consider that.  I just do not think in London where we are at the moment we can actually 

engage in considering that kind of social engineering to any large degree.  

 

I would say, however, that where new developments are taking place, and a couple of people 

have alluded to this already, a lot of boroughs are looking at how they can diversify 

communities through new development.  That really adds a very small percentage of housing on 

the overall supply every year, so it does have a marginal effect. 

 

I am not aware of better ways or fairer ways of allocating properties and every borough has its 

own allocation policy.  It is rightly a local decision for each borough to decide what best meets 

their requirements. 

 

Pat Turnbull (London Tenants’ Federation):  There was just one specific thing that 

somebody brought up earlier on and that is whether people should be allocated council housing 

on the basis of whether they do or do not have a job.  James, you mentioned the problems with 



 

doing that.  Of course, there are many other problems as well.  One of them is that many people 

have a job and then they do not have a job.  All the jobs that have been created in the recent 

past have nearly all been part-time jobs or insecure jobs, so how would you do that?  Would you 

then deprive them of a house when they lost their job?  I do not think it is legitimate. 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  That is what will happen with affordable 

rent.  The worry about affordable rent is that your benefits will not be able to cover that if you 

lose your job, say. 

 

Pat Turnbull (London Tenants’ Federation):  Yes, do you lose your home as well? 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  We did a study recently and 95% of new 

claimants on the housing benefit are in work.  When talking about housing benefit, it is not only 

propping up the housing system but it is also propping up people’s livelihoods full stop. 

 

Caroline Pidgeon MBE (AM):  Thank you. 

 

Darren Johnson (Deputy Chair):  My initial question was going to be about the changing 

profile of council house tenants over the last 20 years but Paul has dealt with that very, very 

eloquently and we are very clear about that change in demographics. 

 

Are you able to say whether there are any differences between social housing with council 

tenants and housing association homes or has that change been across the board in terms of 

social housing? 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  I tell you what we did in Southwark.  It was quite 

interesting.  I still think there is a big divide between those who work in the council housing 

offices and those who work in the housing sector.  It is a bigger divide than perhaps there is 

between the tenants at some points.  Sometimes there is a bit of friction, a lot of it bad blood of 

course from what has happened in the past. 

 

From the tenants’ point of view, there has been a gradual - and in London a much slower-paced 

- convergence, as you know, between council rents and social rents.  There is still a gap there 

and housing association rents are more expensive, so that is the first point.  If you are at the 

very low end of the pay scale, then obviously you are looking at housing association rents as 

being too expensive.  It is place-by-place.  Different councils have had different relationships 

with housing associations which have been reflective of the relationships they have had with 

their tenants. 

 

The point that needs to be borne in mind with your inquiry on that particular point is the one I 

made earlier.  From our work - and we are doing a study at the moment on the future of 

housing associations - it looks under the affordable rent model that they are not just walking 

but I would say running away from providing low-cost housing.  They just cannot make the 

numbers stack up.  They can borrow on the markets but not on the back of pure housing 

benefit.  They can reinvest some of their services but not with the loss of grant subsidy that 

they are facing, so many of London’s housing associations are in a very bad place.  Some of 



 

them are trying to cross-subsidise through housing for sale but that might be only a limited 

possibility depending on what happens to values.  Others are trying to grab land off councils 

and trying to do their thing.  Generally speaking, and you will have to ask some housing 

associations yourself, the impression I get from housing associations is that they are not 

providing houses at the bottom end.  They are looking to councils to do it and councils are 

struggling to do it and there is nothing below you.  That is the end of the line. 

 

There is a tension coming in there, particularly when it comes to, with the new flexibilities, who 

takes these difficult tenants on from their point of view in terms of who takes on those people 

that may be benefit-dependent and difficult, particularly elderly tenants.  Again, that is another 

issue to look at with housing associations and councils.  Given people are living longer, which is 

a good thing, if you are living longer in a tower block at 70 years old and you are starting to get 

ill, you need to be re-housed.  That is quite a problem for a council and it is an even bigger 

problem for a housing association which then transfers the problem into an adult social care 

problem for a council.  There are lots of tensions about the way tenants are transferred. 

 

Darren Johnson (Deputy Chair):  From my experience as a ward councillor, certainly I have 

heard complaints from tenants’ and residents’ associations (TRAs) that if you are only bringing 

in the most vulnerable and so on into an estate, that does cause problems in terms of long-term 

cohesiveness for the community and so on.  That came out in your study as well? 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Yes, it did.  Pat is probably better placed to tell 

you about what the spirit is inside the tenant movement to take greater control of their own 

destiny.  We did find it in some places, particularly where the stock was in better condition or 

tenants felt more empowered. 

 

The truth is it was quite depressing going into parts of Southwark and looking at what was 

happening and we did quite a bit of it.  People generally are up against it.  They are really up 

against it.  Trying to engage them in a conversation about their housing when they are just 

thinking about paying their way for tomorrow, it was quite hard.  We found people were talking 

to us about, “How do we control the governance of our estate when we cannot even feed the 

kids?  What are you talking about?”  It was that level and people were absolutely confused, not 

just furious but confused about what is going to happen with the welfare reforms.  I was 

shocked at how many people did not even know what was coming and did not know what a 

bedroom tax is and, “Universal credit, what is that?”  I said, “Well, it is kind of” -- you know, 

never heard of it. 

 

Darren Johnson (Deputy Chair):  Yes.  We spent all morning debating that.  It is very, very 

clear that that is the case. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  What I am saying is you cannot take that away 

from them.  Housing associations, I personally think, just from our own anecdotal evidence, 

have been a bit better at engaging with some of their tenants about what is coming, particularly 

on trying to get to grips with their rent arrears and some of the issues that are coming than 

councils.  That could be because the councils are operating, some of them, on a much bigger 

scale in the concentrated sense.  Southwark with 40,000 units is the same size as London & 



 

Quadrant for the whole of London and the southeast, so it could be that.  There is a storm 

gathering for the tenants to deal with. 

 

Darren Johnson (Deputy Chair):  Thank you.  It would be useful to hear from Pat on that. 

 

Pat Turnbull (London Tenants’ Federation):  I just wanted to say that we should be careful 

what we imagine people on council and housing association housing estates are like.  We seem 

to be imagining that it is a sort of underclass of antisocial elements.  Really, from my experience 

of living on a housing estate, it is not like that at all, especially in this day and age.  A person 

who is in housing need is not necessarily an antisocial person.  It can be someone who for some 

reason completely beyond their control and not their fault at all is homeless or cannot afford to 

live in the place they are in.  That is increasingly going to be the case.  I would just like to say 

once more that this could be as many as over half of the London population that really cannot 

afford the kind of housing that they are being offered in general. 

 

What you say is very true.  People find it hard to understand and engage with the wider issues 

that are affecting them in their homes.  That is true.  I do not think they are not interested. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  No, I did not say that. 

 

Pat Turnbull (London Tenants’ Federation):  They are interested but it is sometimes quite 

difficult to understand.  Sometimes it is deliberately made difficult to understand.  In my own 

tenants’ association, I do try to inform people about these things and I find they are interested.  

Of course, a lot of tenants are not even organised in tenants’ associations.  There are not as 

many as there used to be when you had the big council estates.  A lot of council estates that 

have been transferred over to the housing associations do not even have active tenants’ 

associations anymore, so there is a massive problem, really. 

 

I have been to meetings before.  I remember going to a meeting where the term “pepper-

potting” was used and I found it a very offensive term because it was kind of describing that in 

order to have a decent place to live you had to intersperse working class people with teachers or 

whatever.  I do not really see the world like that.  We need to be a bit careful how we do think 

of these things. 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  Sorry, is there not a truism that actually, much that we talk about our 

housing stock in councils, some of it is very good, is not run down, actually does meet decency 

standards, and some of them do not have problems and antisocial behaviour in the sense that, if 

you were stereotyping, it is?  We need to remind ourselves of that.  A good proportion of it is of 

good quality and actually there are very little antisocial behaviour problems.  That may not be 

correct for everywhere, but for the majority it is and it is probably the smaller number at the 

smaller end where we face some very acute problems for different reasons as well.  We need to 

remind ourselves of that. 

 

Darren Johnson (Deputy Chair):  Often I find some of the complaints that I have had as a 

counsellor around antisocial behaviour and so on, have come about through right-to-buy 

properties that are now privately let with very short-term tenancies and a constantly changing 



 

cast of residents and so on.  Whilst it was part of the idea behind right-to-buy that it would 

bring about a more diverse tenure on estates and so on, it has actually had the opposite effect.  

Is that your experience as well? 

 

Pat Turnbull (London Tenants’ Federation):  Yes, that is very true. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Right-to-buy is a serious problem on the big 

estates where we found people were complaining.  Interestingly, it is funny, Chair,  you said that 

point about not all estates being in a bad place.  Most people were not complaining about living 

in council housing.  It is not that they are complaining about it.  They were complaining about 

having low incomes and they were complaining about the cost of living and they were 

complaining about leaseholders subletting to five people in a room.  That is what they were 

complaining about.  They were not saying, “Get us out of here.  This is hell”.  That is not what 

they were saying.  In fact, many of them did not want to move.  They were just complaining 

about the environment that was around them as much as the environment that they were in. 

 

Darren Johnson (Deputy Chair):  Many of the right-to-buy homes on estates have gone over 

to private landlords, have they not -- 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Yes. 

 

Darren Johnson (Deputy Chair):  -- rather than a step up the home ownership ladder as was 

the original idea. 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  I am sure Rachel will know more than I 

do on this, but in terms of cost of maintenance and liaison with leaseholders, it is very tricky for 

councils because a lot of people who are not letting their properties have low incomes and find 

it very difficult to meet the costs of maintenance which come with right-to-buy. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Many councils operate subsidised loan schemes to 

actually help the right-to-buy tenants get by because they could not afford the cost of repairs. 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  If you are doing regeneration - and you 

mentioned Heygate or Aylesbury - you have to pay to buy them out, which costs in the millions 

as a consequence. 

 

Darren Johnson (Deputy Chair):  Thank you. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  In the City of Westminster estates it has reached a tipping point, so 

just over 50% now are private rented properties.  That is right from Churchill Gardens down in 

Pimlico to Lisson Grove up in Paddington. 

 

I am just wondering whether that is a similar picture in other parts of London.  It has also been 

reflected in the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea. I am just wondering whether this has 

been more right-to-buy and it has then changed several hands in particular boroughs or is it a 

London-wide phenomenon. 



 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  The figures that we have are showing exactly 

what is happening and the live table from the Department for Communities and Local 

Government (DCLG) shows that since 2000 it has just gone private rented.  Part of it was on 

buy-to-let but since then it has just gone up and up and up, obviously because of rents and the 

yields are still attractive.  Obviously Westminster is a slightly different example because of its 

high land values, but generally speaking what we found in the work we had done on the private 

rented sector is do not fool yourself that this is still a gravy train.  A lot of institutional investors 

are still very cautious.  The yields are good but they are not brilliant.  It is still not true that the 

private rented sector is such a brilliant investment.  It is in certainly places but in many places in 

London it is not.  You go to Newham and you have a very different private rented sector than 

you have in Westminster.  In fact, they are into a situation now where they are trying to regulate 

some of the poorer landlords there. 

 

One of the things that we found with the looking at London housing work -- we did a project 

called London For Sale? which was looking at the way in which the private rented sector had 

gone completely crazy in certain very high-demand areas in the centre where they were just 

being speculated on, to other parts where the councils were trying to work with the private 

rented sector to find a way of accommodating people on lower incomes. 

 

The issue at the end of the day is, if you are an ordinary person trying to find somewhere to live 

in London, you look at private rents, you look at housing association rents and you look at 

council rents, and it is a no-brainer, basically.  If you can get into public housing and social 

housing, then you are obviously going to get a much better deal.  The interesting thing is of 

course in the past the better deal out of all of them was to buy. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  The interesting thing is that in some ways the thing that [former 

Conservative Leader of Westminster City Council Dame] Shirley Porter wanted has happened but 

it has happened because right-to-buy has moved on rather than anything she did.  At the same 

time, I do not think it has necessarily changed the demographics in those particular estates that 

I have just mentioned.  What you have had is a lot more students come in at certain times. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Again, a lack of community, we found, because 

there is much more of a -- people are there for short terms and then there are people 

complaining all the time that these ones are the ones that are -- 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  We have always had that.  We have always had that in those locations. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  I do not know if that true because one of the 

things that we found that was very interesting -- this is Southwark, so -- I was quite shocked by 

how little mobility there was in these places.  I was quite surprised.  I thought there would be 

quite a churn of people coming and going.  Then we found indigenous populations that had 

been indigenous for long periods of time.  I was quite surprised.  Peckham was another example.  

People have been in there like 40 years.  Particularly not coming from London myself, like lots 

of people coming down to London to go to college and then living here, I thought it was a bit 



 

like that everywhere.  Of course I realised on the estates that people are often born on the 

estates and they quite often die on the estates. 

 

There is not of —and the only thing that moves is the right-to-buy is by subletting and I would 

question whether that necessarily was a healthy, good thing.  The demographics were altered 

where someone would buy the property and then move out to Hastings or somewhere, live out 

there and then sublet it.  A lot of that is going on in more properties than people would like to 

admit to and that changes everything because obviously they are trying to maximise their profit 

on the property rather than live in it. 

 

Nicky Gavron (AM):  Pushing up the benefit bill. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  And pushes up the benefit bill. 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  There is also stability on some estates compared to others that are 

transient as well and people realise where that is, so communities do develop in their own way in 

many ways.  I am very fiercely proud of those areas and for the right reason.   

 

Tom Copley (AM):  It seems that right-to-buy has allowed the private rented sector essentially 

to cannibalise the council rented sector.  Do you think that one of the big mistakes in policy was 

not putting covenants on these properties so they could not be rented out to the private 

sector?  If it was really about home ownership, as [former Prime Minister Baroness] Thatcher 

said it was, they should have just been the home owners -- 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  I am the wrong person to ask because I was the 

architect to the person who put the reductions on the right-to-buy discounts in London.  My 

view it was a policy that should have been curtailed.  Politicians of all parties lacked the courage 

to actually make that policy work with the objectives that it intended to without losing the plot 

and destroying social housing. The covenants would have helped. 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  There is a question whether - I do not 

know of the legalities of it - with a new right-to-buy there should be some kind of scheme 

where councils can actually make sure that if you are -- I do not think you can stop someone 

from privately letting but, if you are going to do it, then you do it responsibly. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  There are ways around it.  I know some -- 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  As a leaseholder, you could put a 

requirement -- 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Some of them have done that, but the horse has 

bolted, has it not?  The horse has gone. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  Could I just ask James: given the Government’s decision to sort of 

reanimate the corpse of right-to-buy or reinvigorate depending what side of it you look at it 



 

from, have you seen in Islington a spike in interest from people wanting to buy their council 

homes? 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing & Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  There has been quite a lot of interest in Islington but actually that has not yet 

translated through in a massively increased number of completions.  One of the perverse 

benefits, if you like, of property prices being so high in Islington is that actually it is very hard to 

buy, so the right-to-buy is still kind of -- I do not know the live number, but we are talking 

fewer than a dozen properties in the last year.  We are talking about still a very low number in 

Islington, compared to a few years ago when it was really very high indeed.  It has not translated 

through yet. 

 

One of the really worrying things about the new right-to-buy or the return of right-to-buy, 

however you would like to phrase it is about the flimsiness of the Government’s commitment 

about the one-for-one replacement.  They said the thing about the money which was generated 

from the receipts going into one-for-one, but it has not been expressed in sort of like-for-like 

terms. Therefore, you could for instance lose a three-bed social rented property in Islington and 

replace it with a one-bed affordable rent property and that would count as their one-for-one.  

For us, that does not meet the need that we have. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  In a cheaper part of the borough as well, actually, yes. 

 

James Murray (Executive Member for Housing & Development, London Borough of 

Islington):  Quite, yes. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  OK, thanks. 

 

Onkar Sahota (AM):  I want to talk about non-decent homes in London.  The Department for 

Communities and Local Government has estimated there are something like 45,000 non-decent 

homes in London.  The first question is whether this is an accurate number.  Is it a reliable 

number?  Secondly, why are so many council homes in London below the standard?  Thirdly, 

where are the bulk of non-decent homes located and why are they located where they are? 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Where you put the bar on the Decent Homes 

Standard is a great subject for housing anoraks to talk about.  Is it set at the right place?  You 

wander around some of the system-built estates which have the fundamental problem of the 

1960s and 1970s where they were competing to build at a rate that was ridiculous and the 

standard was poor, so it is a history, the sins of the fathers, if you like, that we are paying for.  

You could raise the bar a bit higher on decent homes. You could end up putting some eco 

standards in, which they are trying to do at the moment, actually, on the Green Deal to improve 

it, so there is more scope there. 

 

The Decent Housing Standard has a bad press.  Actually, it was a bloody good programme.  It 

levered in a lot of money to improve people’s bathrooms and kitchens, and people’s standard of 

living and quality of life has been enhanced as a result of it.  Maybe you could go higher with it. 

 



 

The problem, as we identified in our report, is that so many homes keep tripping into being 

non-decent.  That is the problem.  You are running and then a whole load more comes before 

you, so you are constantly throwing money at them. There is a real issue there. 

 

Where they are is where they are.  You have to remember in the 1960s London had a falling 

population.  You go back 50 years and read what people thought what London was going to be 

like today, they thought the population was declining and they were moving people out with 

slum clearance.  Moving people out to new towns and then building great big system blocks to 

cope with them is another whole new concept of the way we will be living and of course we are 

paying the price for that.  The reason why these houses are cheap is because a lot of them are 

poor quality, not all of them. 

 

The funny thing is that when we looked at Southwark’s history back into the pre-war years, they 

were building council houses as one-up, two-downs, quite normal housing, that are still there 

today and very, very popular indeed.  They were built on a Victorian model and they were 

council housing.  There was no reason why they had to.  You have to remember in the 1960s 

and 1970s they wanted to build system houses.  They wanted big walkways in the sky and 

people wanted it true.  It is not true that they were forced into them.  We are in a world that has 

moved on. The Decent Homes Standard is trying to repair a problem that should not have been 

there in the first place, so the lesson in all that is let us not do that again, please.  If we are 

going to provide public housing, let us provide housing that does not have to have a Decent 

Homes Standard imposed on it 20 or 30 years later just to make it decent. 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  Yes, and the fact that as long as that 

money that is going to meet decent homes is not being spent on properties which have failed, 

basically. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  :  It makes more sense to knock them down. 

 

Paul Hunter (Head of Research, Smith Institute):  Yes.  It is not a very popular thing to say 

but some of this system-built housing has probably reached the end of their life and it is 

extremely costly to keep meeting the Decent Homes Standard because you are just -- 

 

Onkar Sahota (AM):  Is it better just to demolish them and start again? 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  You have to make an assessment, Pat was right in 

what she was saying, it depends.  It is case-by-case.  We can argue about that but sometimes 

when they project the costs forwards, then they look at the system. However, if the system-

built housing has fundamental structural errors and they are coming - and I do not know 

whether that was the case; I think it might have been - and if they are identifying them as 

having structural problems, then you are really into ridiculous costs and you cannot actually 

repair them. 

 

What we found walking around them, by the way, was a lot of them that are decent homes are 

just trying to deal with problems that you can never really deal with like damp.  Some of them 

are designed so badly where the concrete that was used was for Mediterranean countries and 



 

everyone has constant damp.  It does not matter how many times you repaint, you are going to 

get that. 

 

There is some point at which you have to make a decision and this is not it in the current fiscal 

austerity.  At some point you say, “Actually, it will be better.  The land is worth more than the 

building”.  Many councils have land that is worth a lot more than the building.  They could 

knock the buildings down and the land is worth much more than it was when the building was 

on it.  When you get to that position, you need to rethink where you are going. 

 

Pat Turnbull (London Tenants’ Federation):  First of all, let me say I am not an architect 

and I am not an expert in building, but I have been to a couple of conferences where there were 

experts there who talked about the Heygate Estate.  Their view was that the Heygate Estate 

could have been refurbished, that it was fundamentally sound and therefore refurbishment was 

a possibility.  The architect actually explained why he designed the Heygate Estate the way he 

did.  It was designed in those long blocks so that it would keep out the noise of the traffic from 

the Elephant and Castle and it was successful in doing that.  The environment was made nice 

with the planting of 400 trees and it was a very popular estate and people did not want to move 

out of it.  That is the information that I have been given about the Heygate. 

 

The most important and worrying thing about the Heygate is that those homes are now 

standing empty.  They have been standing empty for six years.  That is presumably going to be 

knocked down and when it is knocked down the houses that replace it are not going to be 

council homes.  Very, very few of them are going to be council homes.  One account said 79 but 

the Member of Parliament (MP) said there were only going to be 8.  That means that you have 

lost 1,200 council homes and you are not replacing them with like-for-like.  That is the worrying 

thing with demolitions in this day and age in the current economic climate. 

 

On the Woodberry Down Estate, for example, some of the parts where council homes have been 

knocked down  they have been replaced by extremely expensive homes for sale by 

Berkeley Homes.  That is why we are concerned about a policy of mass-demolition.  You would 

actually be losing council homes and you would not be replacing them. Therefore, the shortage 

of council homes, which we have already all agreed is severe, would just get worse. 

 

In some cases, the reason why these homes have become so dilapidated is again - I said this 

before - because councils are not being given enough money for the upkeep of those homes.  

The abolition of the GLC was one of the biggest factors in the housing problem in London. 

Those big GLC estates previously had been well-kept because the GLC had enough money to do 

it.  When they were handed over to the councils, the councils did not have the same amount of 

funds to keep them in the proper state.  Those are the reasons why we are concerned about a 

policy of large-scale demolition of council homes. 

 

Roger Evans (AM):  I am interested in the comments made by our guests from the 

Smith Institute about system-built estates being something people wanted at the time.  I can 

just about remember that period in the 1970s in Manchester when people I knew got properties 

on them and were actually pleased to have them.  My question for you is: do you see anything 

at the moment that may be possibly replicating the mistakes for the future?  There is a lot of 



 

fast building going on in London at the moment.  If my colleague Andrew [Boff, AM] were here, 

he would be talking at this point about the Olympic site. 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  He has already spoken at one of our events.  I 

have heard the talk. 

 

Roger Evans (AM):  The problem is potentially more widespread than that.  Are we sure we are 

doing the right thing? 

 

Paul Hackett (Director, Smith Institute):  Are we sure?  I just wanted to say - and you have 

given me a superb pass to say it - that maybe parts of London are full.  Maybe they are full.  

Maybe we should be thinking about coping with the growth somewhere else. 

 

There was talk about in the past garden cities and Metro-Land.  We have been there before.  

That seemed to be more successful.  People take the mickey out of Milton Keynes but more 

people commute in than out now.  I would not say Welwyn Garden City is a bad place.  There 

are other examples maybe of new towns which have been disastrous, but maybe we should be 

looking to create new communities rather than just houses somewhere else.  Maybe the 

transport cost is an issue in that. 

 

I just wonder, when I look at Southwark, for instance, it is so overcrowded now.  The land costs 

are so high and the subsidy levels are so high.  How many more people are you thinking of 

putting in?  If London is going to house another million people, I just walk around my place and 

Hackney and wonder every day.  Every time I turn the corner in Hackney there is another set of 

homes going up.  There is no space anywhere.  It is becoming a very claustrophobic city.  Is that 

the city we want?  Is that a sustainable city?  The new generation of workers that is often 

mobile, coming from cities elsewhere in the UK to London for work is being priced out, too, so 

that is not particularly healthy either. 

 

I am just wondering whether -- there was an old Labour Party strategy of the late 1990s with 

the Rogers [Baron Rogers of Riverside, British architect] Urban Task Force where they were 

looking at growth areas.  Maybe we should be looking at that again.  This administration 

seemed to be ill-disposed towards the Thames Gateway development and to growth areas in 

Northampton, but maybe we should be looking at that.  Maybe we are too focused on trying to 

get the last tiny drop that we can out of London.  In London we should be looking perhaps to a 

more sustainable approach, which includes looking at the suburbs and developing the suburbs 

in a better way. 

 

Roger Evans (AM):  Interesting. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  Onkar mentioned the 45,000 figure for homes that require decent 

homes funding.  I just wanted to ask Alan what you think the issues are in the programme to 

deliver those now that it is clearly in the Mayor’s hands. 

 

Alan Benson ( Senior Manager - Strategy, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  

Historically, it is a very large programme to deliver.  The boroughs have delivered an enormous 



 

amount of decent homes.  There are a number of boroughs which ran into significant problems 

like Camden did with its fourth option and Southwark did with its size problems.  One of the key 

issues is the amount of homes each year that become non-decent, so you are constantly 

clearing up a problem that is constantly growing and moving away from you. 

 

To go back to Onkar’s question, 45,000 is probably an accurate figure.  This is from all the 

boroughs’ analysis.  We are not going to clear those in this investment round and our 

negotiations with the Government now are about funding for decent homes post-2015.  

Actually, probably it is a reasonable bet there will be some funding because it is a good job-

creation programme if nothing else, because I creates jobs for local people.  Each borough has a 

somewhat different position, and some do have large backlogs.  There are seven boroughs with 

about 60% of London’s backlog and each of them has some very specific issues on specific 

estates. 

 

There is a genuine question that Paul raised for a number of estates where you are doing decent 

homes work that you will be doing again in 20 years’ time.  Would it be better to actually bring 

those estates down and rebuild them differently? 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  The post-2015 question I will leave to Tom.  At the moment, it seems 

as though you have left the programme towards the end of this political term, 2014/2015.  Is 

that not really very risky?  Given the state of the economy, this is the kind of thing you wanted 

to be spending now.  It absorbs a lot of labour and gets the building contractors ticking over.  I 

am surprised you have not been more active on this. 

 

Alan Benson (Head of Housing, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  Yes.  I do not 

have the figures to hand for our annual spend but I thought it was fairly evenly spread across 

the four years.  You can correct me if I am wrong in terms of our annual spend on decent 

homes.  But, no, I do not think it is very risky. 

 

The big issue with these numbers before we go into post-2015 is what the boroughs’ HRA plans 

are. We are trying to sit down and analyse with each borough where they go with HRA.  It is a 

very different situation across the 32 boroughs.  There is a lot of debt that has been inherited 

and the headroom different boroughs have does not in any way relate in many cases to their 

need for investment in decent homes. There are certain boroughs that have very significant 

problems with backlog and very tiny headroom.  Other boroughs have virtually no backlog or 

none at all and quite significant headroom.  That is actually a significant problem for us about 

how we work with the boroughs.  Should we be funding, as we are, some boroughs for decent 

homes work when they have very high headroom, when they could borrow the funding 

themselves and when they are choosing to use that headroom instead to clear that debt off and 

not to invest in their own decent homes? 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  I have some figures here from the briefing.  It was £126 million in 

2011/2012.  It went up to £150 million-odd in 2012/2013, the last full year at the moment.  

Next year there is £194 million and then in 2014/2015 it becomes £345 million.  I do not have 

actual figures so I am not sure where the spend is.  If I just go by the Mayor’s performance on 

other programmes, the retrofits, we were told for much of the last term it would be 200,000 by 



 

the end of December 2012.  The Mayor boasted at the last People’s Question Time that it had 

reached 88,000, so substantially lower than the figure he was aiming for.  As a result, the 

funding and what-have-you is not there anymore for the rest of it.  He has to do that 

programme on the new Green Loan programme from the national Government.  Are we going to 

fall into a similar thing here when it is critical? 

 

Alan Benson ( Senior Manager - Strategy, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  The 

difference is that this is a grant going directly to boroughs, so this is a borough’s performance 

issue rather than a Mayor’s performance issue.  We have confidence the boroughs will deliver.  

The retrofit programme was somewhat different, so we have reasonable confidence the 

boroughs will deliver the programmes that we have agreed with them for decent homes.  There 

is no reason to think they will not do so. 

 

The retrofit programme: I am afraid I do not have the details on that one, but it is a rather 

different situation.  The retrofit programme was not directly funding boroughs to deliver a 

programme within their own stock, which we are doing here. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  Can I be clear?  What exactly does the Mayoral involvement add?  If 

the local authorities can get on with it, let them get on with it.  That is my view.  If it adds up, 

great.  They probably have surveyors already.  They have a better idea of the properties.  I just 

want to be sure what it is that is advantageous here, rather than to go straight to local 

authorities and let them get on with it. 

 

Alan Benson (Head of Housing, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  The money goes 

to local authorities - either directly through the DCLG or from the Mayor, and the decision the 

Government made when it looked at devolution was how it was going to fund a decent homes 

programme across the whole country, so looking at what would happen in the future.  The rest 

of the country has gone to a grant model.  DCLG has given the funding to the Homes and 

Communities Agency (HCA) to deliver, so the DCLG does not deliver it directly to local 

authorities anywhere in the country.  For the country it is given to the quango HCA. 

 

In London, they decided to give the money to the Mayor  for the boroughs and we get involved 

in negotiations with each borough about what the decent homes programme willdeliver.  That is 

what we will be doing in the future and then we will monitor the delivery of that programme.  

Somebody has to give the boroughs the money.  The question is whether it is done by a quango 

or done by the GLA.  The DCLG did not want to directly fund it itself because it is a grant-giving 

programme.  It used to be a borrowing capacity instead prior to last year; from last year onwards 

it has been a grant funding programme, so that is the Mayor’s involvement.  The Mayor does 

not do the decent homes programme.  The boroughs do the decent homes programme.  They 

run the programme.  It is their stock and they manage the programme, our job is to monitor it. 

 

Murad Qureshi (AM):  Apart from the procurement side from Government, there is no other 

real rationale for doing it this way.  As you were saying, this is all grants.  This is not loans or 

you are not raising finance for the local authorities to pass it on at advantageous terms. 

 



 

Alan Benson (Head of Housing, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  No, it is a grant 

giving programme to the local authority.  The issue of what the Mayor’s role would be is slightly 

more than it was previously because the Mayor inherited this current programme from central 

Government.  The Mayor will be monitoring this programme and can move the money around if 

boroughs are not delivering.  Therefore, should we find that boroughs are not delivering, we can 

deal with the spend.  We can move the money between boroughs to ensure we deliver our 

programme over the years.  In the future the Mayor will be negotiating with the boroughs and 

determining post-2015 what their grant level will be for decent homes.  Depending whether it 

comes to the Mayor as a single pot for all housing or as a pot for housing and decent homes, 

the entire level of decent homes funding could be down to the Mayor.  Determining the size of 

the programme, which boroughs get funding, etc, and the monitoring the delivery is the 

Mayor’s role, not actually delivering the programme itself. 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  It is a new programme for us.  It is not a new programme for the housing 

world.  You take on the Government role.  It may not be this way but it comes across as being 

quite passive in the sense that out there in the real world there are some issues.  When does the 

sticking plaster stop being a sticking plaster?  Is that decided locally or is there some strategic 

view to say, “Actually, let us stop giving you some decent homes and think maybe more 

radically around the public realm and the remodelling”?  If we could satisfy Pat’s view that social 

housing was not being reduced down and replaced because of the grant regimes or the rent 

issues and those issues, when could you stop the sticking plaster to radical change?  Who 

decides that?  Is there here a discussion?  It is a two-way conversation, but would you see that 

as a role here, as a strategically-led discussion, or do you see that as a locally-led discussion?  If 

that is locally, do they want to continue doing that or --- decent homes, whatever the form of 

decent homes is, or do you say, “Actually, no, we need to remodel here”? 

 

Alan Benson ( Senior Manager - Strategy, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  I do 

not see it as either/or, being a strategic discussion or a local discussion.  It has to be both at the 

same time.  It would be wrong for the GLA to be directing every local authority exactly how to 

run their decent homes programme. Which kitchens they replace, which bathrooms they replace, 

which windows they replace, what homes they improve or which soffits they use.  It is entirely 

down to them and it would overly directive and wrong for the GLA to get involved in that. 

 

On the other hand, if they are doing very large programmes on very large estates, then we do 

want a discussion about that.  Is that the best way forward on that large estate?  If you are 

doing a Heygate or if you are doing a Woodberry Down, as you mentioned, we are involved in 

discussions already with them because we are already providing other funding with those.  The 

GLA would have a strategic view both in terms of the very large developments and in terms of 

the overall programme, the size of the programme for decent homes in London, how many we 

want to achieve, what the mixture will be between boroughs, but it would not want to be 

directing and telling boroughs how to run the programme in detail.  That would be overstepping 

the mark and the DCLG is not -- 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  No, you misunderstand me.  Somebody said earlier on that sometimes the 

sticking plaster has gone too far.  Sometimes it is wanting to -- you know, probably people have 

jumped in too quickly.  Who decides that?  On the fabric  of stock, the reality of the areas and 



 

some strategic input. Are we passive or are we directional to say, “Let us think again” on a large 

area where we could keep putting decent homes in and things may not get better in a sense for 

the tenants there, or the public realm does not improve.  We heard about some of the 

limitations of decent homes where the public realm matters more in terms of mental health, 

wellbeing, in terms of improvements to neighbourhoods.  Do you know what I mean?  Where 

does that come into it? 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  We need to be clear that decent homes money is nowhere near as 

much as boroughs need to get their stock up to what we would all consider to be an acceptable 

standard.  We need to be clear,  the Decent Homes Standard was a good attempt by 

government to create a standard.  However, for instance, you can live on the top floor of a 

tower block in a decent home and your lift does not work  that home is still decent.  It is very 

limited in scope and most boroughs have very well thought out, integrated capital investment 

programmes that need additional money to supplement decent homes anyway. Which is where 

things like the borrowing cap comes in, and why they need to think about other sources of 

investment.  Most of the boroughs, particularly those in the last round of backlog funding, did 

not get anything like the amount of money that we had assessed that we needed to make our 

properties decent anyway.  The Government planned to allocate for  money required for 90% of 

what was needed in any case and boroughs did not get the full  90%,.  The money we have 

available, let us be clear, is probably not going to be enough to make all the properties decent, 

so it is would be concerning if the GLA should then go back to boroughs and say, “Actually, we 

want you to spend that money on something else”.  We absolutely need to get our properties 

up to a Decent Homes Standard as a minimum, not as the maximum investment that we require. 

 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  The question I put to you, that at some stage for some estates that might 

be appropriate, but for other estates are we really saying in terms of the options faced locally 

that actually you do not have enough money, you might be forced down to remodelling, then? 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  That is right. 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  You have been forced into some of those issues where you have to look 

at a more radical solution.  I would not say radical in that it sounds like something good, but it 

does not always have to be good to be radical.  Actually, a much more major intervention is 

required because you have no choice because decent homes is not enough. 

 

Rachel Sharpe (Divisional Director, Housing Regeneration and Environment, London 

Borough of Lambeth):  Yes.  As I said, boroughs develop investment programmes to balance 

these considerations.  

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  Can I go back to Alan now?  OK, so here we are, Mr GLA.  You are not the 

Mayor.  He is somewhere in France at the moment.  He is probably en route in the snow trying 

to sell his book somewhere on those issues.  Mr GLA, are we passive in this?  We know we have 

reduced and scarce resources?  What are we doing to help some of those -- and I do not want 



 

to lose sight of what Pat said because there is some detail there, some real hard detail about 

what this means or not.  Where are we in trying to cope with making the best of a bad lot in 

some of those issues, about seeing some of those strategic interventions and what we help or 

not help - and maybe we would be a hindrance, I do not know - in terms of those issues. In 

recognising that those boroughs may be on the cusp of making some of those major decisions 

or not.  Do you know what I mean?  While we were focused probably on the Olympics and our 

own land side, they have land as well, so where is our role in that? 

 

Alan Benson ( Senior Manager - Strategy, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  Our 

role is changing as well.  We are in an interim period.  The Mayor has inherited under 

devolution, a whole series of packages both for the affordable homes programme which is a new 

build programme, and for the decent homes programme , the other programme that he 

inherited - that were negotiated during and prior to the transition of the Mayor’s own powers.  

The post-2015 priorities could look very, very different because the Mayor already has the 

powers.  Whatever funding he is given, he will have much greater responsibility about how he 

decides to allocate that money.  He does not have that yet.  He has inherited these programmes 

from Government.  He inherited a deal that was done between DCLG and all the boroughs in 

London in terms of the decent homes programme.  That was settled in negotiation, and though 

we were involved in the process we did not lead the process, so we did not make the final 

decisions.  That was the DCLG and the Minister. 

 

I would not say we were passive in that because our job now is to monitor that programme and 

to make sure that programme is delivered and, if necessary, the Mayor does have the ability to 

move the money around from boroughs that are not delivering their programme to make sure 

that we are.  I go back to Murad Qureshi’s point about making sure we do deliver.  We do not 

want to use that power lightly because we think the boroughs have got investment programmes 

based upon the money being delivered and it would be injurious to them and their asset 

strategies if we were to move that money around without really good cause, so we do not want 

to have to do so. 

 

Post-2015, of course, we will be negotiating then what the programme should look like in 

London, what the size of the overall programme should be strategically, how many homes you 

want to see made to the Decent Homes Standard and then negotiate with boroughs about how 

that will be delivered.  We had a long discussion about this at the last Homes for London Board 

with the three London borough representatives who are on that board about how we are going 

to engage with all the boroughs over the next two years about their plans for asset management 

strategies, their plans for the HRA and how they would use that.  Most want to use that 

primarily for decent homes work.  Some want to do some  new build with it, etc, and then 

looking at their plans in the future with what money becomes available.  We will have quite 

detailed negotiations and our three area investment teams will be sitting down with boroughs 

and working through what their plans are so we know in advance of 2015 where we can 

intervene, where we can help and where we can be supportive. 

 

Almost certainly we will be in the same position Rachel pointed out.  The money to deliver all 

the decent homes delivery programme in London in the next round is not any more likely  than 

this round, so we are going to need to make some quite tough decisions.  It would be up to the 



 

Mayor to decide what he wants to do but personally I would not want to see the Mayor being 

overly instructive on boroughs who know very well what their stock is and what their plans are -

- 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  You are misunderstanding where this Committee is coming from.  I do not 

think we are trying to say you have to be prescriptive, but where is our role?  Do we have the 

capacity to help him respond?  I would imagine over the next two years you are going to have a 

number of boroughs coming to you and saying, “Decent homes is not enough.  What are you 

going to do?  This is what we have once we have” -- well, they know their assets and what they 

have in terms of the properties in some of the areas that have pressing needs.  

 

Let us bring in -- time for the final set of questions.  We clearly want to write to you all.  There 

are some follow-up questions that we would like to take your views on, I suspect---- 

 

Darren Johnson (Deputy Chair):  Actual spend figures would be useful. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  First of all, Alan, I am still not quite clear why the Mayor has chosen to 

backload the funding of decent homes programmes so that most of the spending is in 

2014/2015.  He is also doing that with the affordable homes.  Why is he allowed to leave things 

to the last minute? 

 

Alan Benson ( Senior Manager - Strategy, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  

Affordable homes is a rather different situation than the decent homes because affordable 

homes is a new programme.  The reason why that is back-loaded is we shifted into a new 

programme, so that is understandable in those terms. 

 

Decent homes as a package deal for the four years of the decent homes programme was 

actually done between DCLG and the boroughs, so it was inherited.  We did not change 

anything when that was inherited.  We looked at the schemes.  We were in negotiation with 

DCLG about it.  We were consulted on it.  However, it was not our final decision.  It is to do with 

the Government’s funding plans, the funding they had on a per annum basis.  The money was 

moved around, as I recall.  I do not want to say too much because I cannot remember the detail 

but I believe there was money moved forward into last year and that is why it drops -- 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  You did or the DCLG did? 

 

Alan Benson ( Senior Manager - Strategy, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  DCLG 

because once it comes to us it is our money, but the DCLG wanted to put more money into one 

year, so I think we moved money forward and that is why there was a dip in the middle, I 

believe.  I can come back in detail on those figures and what they were.  That pattern over four 

years was not a Mayoral decision.  That was one we inherited from the DCLG’s funding plans, so 

it was what resources they expected to have available. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  Are you concerned at all that you might not complete the decent homes 

programme by 2015?  Is there any concern? 

 



 

Alan Benson ( Senior Manager - Strategy, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  We 

will complete our decent homes programme but there will still be a backlog in 2015.  There will 

be a significant backlog in London.  Am I concerned with hitting the 45,000?  That is more a 

question for boroughs really -- we are reasonably confident we will because we have the 

capacity to move money around and the boroughs know that.  They are a bit nervous.  We also 

have the advantage over DCLG that the Mayor has end-of-year flexibility.  We can move money 

around if necessary as well.  With DCLG, if they do not spend the money they lose it, so we are 

quite confident we can spend the money. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  Are you concerned by the prospect of an early spending review? 

 

Alan Benson ( Senior Manager - Strategy, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  I am 

concerned there might not be much in it.  We will see what is in the one-year spending review 

that is coming up.  It may just be a bit of a repackaging rather than a lot new -- we are not 

expecting a lot of new money, though we are pressing for a lot of new money, obviously. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  Do you have any plans for 2015 when the spending round runs out? 

 

Alan Benson ( Senior Manager - Strategy, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  In 

terms of decent homes?  Not formally yet.  We are still working up what we think will be the 

offer.  A lot of that actually will emerge over the next year or two with the boroughs.  It will be 

quite a long process of sitting down and thinking where they are because we think there are 

things that do not look quite right in the current programme. It is about trying to make sure we 

get the most for our money.  I keep stressing this.  We strongly believe that boroughs actually 

know their own stock best and their own asset management plans best.  It is almost bad faith 

for the Mayor to be too instructive about how they should deliver their programmes.  They will 

also have a lot more resources  potentially with the HRA reforms.  That is very much a game-

changer. 

 

The reform of the HRA allows them to borrow.  If the Government could have any kind of 

relaxation of the borrowing caps, that would be a complete game-changer for decent homes 

work for boroughs. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  Does the Mayor favour a relaxation in the borrowing cap? 

 

Alan Benson ( Senior Manager - Strategy, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  Very 

strongly, yes.  He has said it in public, he has written to the Government to say they should relax 

the caps and hopefully abolish them altogether and let local authorities borrow under prudential 

borrowing rules. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  Both building and decent homes? 

 

Alan Benson ( Senior Manager - Strategy, Housing and Land Directorate, GLA):  For 

building and decent homes, yes, but it is their choice of priority to do it. 

 

Tom Copley (AM):  We will finish on a positive note, then. 



 

 

Len Duvall (Chair):  What I would like to do -- first, I just begin by saying thank you for the 

way that you have answered some of our questions.  There are a couple of areas that, certainly 

that we want to follow up just in that future strategies issues and certainly from the Smith 

Institute we quite like  the thinking out of the box about growth restructures.  During the 

1980s, on of the owner-occupation issues even when it was becoming difficult to buy then, we 

thought, in London,.  The Medway towns picked up this lack of owner-occupation for a lot of 

people from a borough that I was lead in the council.  From Greenwich, people would migrate 

out of there and look out into north Kent to buy rather than in London, and that is not the case 

at the moment.  I think we would like some of those issues. 

 

What we will do is we have some further questions that we would have asked you and we will 

gather from the Committee any other questions and we would pose those, too, if we could.  

Obviously, if need be, we would sit down with you rather than take your written submissions 

and see where we come to. Certainly there are some things that we want to just ask further on, 

including some of your views about other local authority functions and particularly from any 

work that you did around--  We certainly want to ask our lay colleagues about the difficulty of 

their perception around them dealing with some of the private sector issues and management of 

them and about what their perceptions are of those, the legal tenancies. 

 

We touched on pan-London-wide allocations.  I would like to get your views about allocations 

London-wide.  Some of these big sites it seems to be increasingly are going to come up about 

Mayoral pressures on his land.  Does he move further into that area?  What is the view of local 

authorities and your good selves from some of the work that you have done?  We will pick that 

up and we will come back to you, but thank you very much for that. 

 

We have some other business that we need to tidy up before we finish, so we certainly want you 

at the next meeting as well. 


