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Andrew Boff (AM):  We are in an unusual situation because usually when you present a 

rapporteur’s report you are pleading for it to get passed.  We have already passed it and it is on 

the agenda but thank you very much for the confidence in that. 

 

The whole principle of the rapporteurship was a simple one; to test the idea that building more 

family houses would address the overcrowding problem in London.  I entered the process with 

the view that there should be absolutely no one and two bedroom flats built with public funds 

because I think we have far too many to start off with.  I have had my view changed and for me 

to change my view is quite a feat so it was a good piece of work. 

 

Can I first of all thank the scrutiny team for the immense amount of work that has been put into 

this: Paul Watling [Scrutiny Manager], Sarah Hurcombe [Assistant Scrutiny Manager], Dana 

Gavin [Communications Manager], Dale Langford [Committee Officer] and everybody else who 

helped out in this.  It was very wide ranging and we had a large number of people giving 

evidence.   

 

Predominantly the reply from the people who gave evidence to the question should you build 

more family housing? The answer was yes, but.  It is the ‘but’ that was perhaps the most 

interesting part of the rapporteurship. 

 

We have come up with a number of key recommendations which you can read through and 

more recommendations than I actually anticipated at the start of the process.  Yes, we should be 

building more family houses and there is an evidential base for that because the Mayor’s target 

is based upon the strategic housing market assessment (SHMA) as it is known.  The definition 

of family housing is four bedrooms plus and the Mayor’s target is three bedrooms plus and, 

therefore, there is a mismatch there.  So absolutely the evidence is that the Mayor should be 

increasing the proportion of family housing that he is delivering. 

 

For the future we need to provide financial incentives for housing associations to build larger 

housing and that can be done in a number of ways through grant level but also through 

allowing a larger differential between the rent rates for one and two bedroom flats, for smaller 

flats, and the larger homes as well.  There has got to be a long term incentive for housing 

associations to want to build larger properties. 

 

As I said at the start of the process I never wanted to see another one or two bedroom flat built 

with public money, but I can actually see the point of them now but only if, in building them, 



they can demonstrate how you address overcrowding by the building of a one or two bedroom 

flat.  We do need to start seeing smaller properties being built that are designed to be attractive 

to those people in under occupation and perhaps be more relaxed about the criteria by which 

we allocate people for that so people can have an extra room if they agree to move out of an 

under occupied property to provide more into the market.  There for me was the justification for 

ever building those smaller properties again! 

 

We also recommended that regarding the standard for overcrowding we should use the 

bedroom standard.  The current measurement of overcrowding is ridiculous!  It allows young 

people to be brought up in homes without any personal space whatsoever which contributes to 

health problems and contributes to educational problems and yet still it is not, statutorily, 

overcrowded:  that is really the break we need to make. 

 

Fundamentally, at the end of the day, I would love to see a change in the political target that 

we as politicians talk about when we talk about housing targets.  We are forever going on about 

whether or not the Mayor is going to build 50,000; we will hear it in the Chamber.  There will be 

a toing and froing about those units built.  We have got to change the language and stop 

talking about - because it is an easy language to use because you can count an individual 

property.  What we have got to start doing is talking about the number of people that are 

removed from housing need.  If we can do that we will start to realise that building those larger 

properties is what addresses that target best. 

 

The churn that is created by building a larger family home is so much more than just by building 

a one or two bedroom flat.  If you build a six bedroom house then I think we demonstrate in the 

report that we can solve the housing need for 36 different people.  If you build a one bedroom 

flat you are solving the housing needs of one person because there is no churn created within 

the housing stock. 

 

Finally, the message for local authorities is a tough one!  This is not an uncontroversial report in 

that respect.  Obviously they have arrangements with housing associations to take voids as they 

appear.  What we are asking is that those local authorities hold back before they demand that 

void to address their priorities and that is addressing the housing waiting list because, for the 

housing association which is given the freedom to be able to manage their stock and move 

people around from smaller to larger and vice versa, that period of time is a very valuable one 

because it alleviates its self housing need.  It alleviates overcrowding if you can move people 

from under occupied properties into perhaps the void that is being created that creates then a 

large property that a family that is overcrowded can move into.  When local authorities instantly 

demand their void then and there that means that flexibility is not there. 

 

It is a tough message for local authorities and I know they are going to come back and say, 

‚This will cost us more because of the cost of temporary housing‛ but, at the end of the day, 

overcrowding is such a severe problem in London that I think it would be wrong of us to put it 

anywhere other than the top of the priority list.   

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  I personally learnt a great deal from this report and I am very grateful 

to you, Andrew, for bringing it forward.  One of the things that I had not known before, that is 



in the report, is that because the Mayor has a target of - and it is a very good target - 42% of all 

affordable social rented homes should be family homes, three bed plus, the target becomes 

what is actually achieved, which is that there mainly are three bed and not three bed plus. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  Precisely right.   

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  You are arguing for four, five and six bed. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  I am not saying that nobody wants a three bedroom house - of course 

they do - but it actually contributes little to the overall problem of overcrowding.  As I say, the 

recommendations come from the SHMA and the SHMA is talking about four bedrooms and 

above, not three bedrooms and above.  We seem to have a disconnection in terms of our 

classification of what a family home is. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  You are suggesting a certain proportion of targets should be four and 

five bed? 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  This is the point.  The report was done in the time of incredible changes 

in the housing system - it is a completely shifting landscape - but there is one certainty and that 

certainty is that there is overcrowding in London.  If you are going to spend public money you 

should spend it in the most effective way possible and I believe the most effective way possible 

is to reduce housing need, not just to build more houses.  You have got to demonstrate that 

people are lifted out of housing need. 

 

You do not get that if you just build to a target build or proportion build.  You get it by saying, 

‚We have an overcrowding problem.  We need more large family homes in London‛.  That I 

believe the report demonstrates completely. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  I wondered if any of the other Members want to come in? 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Also, if we can invite any comments?  You will not have read the report 

but you have heard the presentation. 

 

Professor Steve Wilcox (University of York):  Not having read the report but going back to 

the points that were being made earlier about the benefit system and that the total cap on 

benefits is obviously a challenge in dealing with overcrowding for larger families. 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  It certainly is.  I do not think there is any difference you will find in the 

London Assembly.  We need to have that London context pushed home to Government very, 

very strongly; perhaps also in the south east.  If we count the south east out of the United 

Kingdom then I do not think the policy would be controversial at all.  A little bit, but it would 

not be of the seriousness that it is.  It is this context in London that is going to create a problem 

for addressing overcrowding. 

 

The uncertainty is also an issue as well.  If somebody is in under occupation and they feel that if 

they take, for example, a smaller house, that they may then lose their security of tenure because 



it might be that it is not a long term secure tenure - all of a sudden the benefits will change for 

them so they will not be able to afford the new place without paying more themselves - all 

these factors will prevent people from liberating a very, very valuable resource and that is a 

family home.  So you are right. 

 

Richard Donnell (Director Research, Hometrack):  We have all filled in our census forms - 

or should have done.  It is asking about the number of beds you have in your family.  Some of 

the modelling I have done on the old census about bed counts, and knowing what has 

happened in the housing market, particularly in London in the last ten years, you are going to a 

meeting in 18 months time having a bit of an inquisition about how much the owner occupier of 

the family housing market in London has been eaten away by private rented housing, 

conversions to bedsits, flats, houses in multiple occupation etc. 

 

It is something an analyst would know but the travel to work area of London is bigger than the 

London boundaries.  I do wonder how much we have to balance between looking slightly 

beyond London’s boundary into the travel to work area, where commuter patterns are taking 

into account. 

 

Going back to the point the guys were making earlier, when you look at the numbers of 

delivering one new unit of four bed or five bed housing on the affordable rent model, is it 

incredibly hungry for debt and incredibly hungry for grants.  That remains a challenge. 

 

London’s family housing market has been under erosion for quite a while and - I have not read 

the report yet but I presume - that is where the real pressures are coming through. 

 

David Montague (Chief Executive, London and Quadrant):  Three points.  First of all the 

GLA’s predictions suggest that growth of a million households between now and 2031, the vast 

majority of which are single, so let’s not forget about those singles. 

 

There is a lot that we can do and that we are doing for larger families.  We are using our own 

reserves to buy street properties which ease the problem of overcrowding.  We are deconverting 

some of our existing flats back into houses, which helps, we are using our own money for loft 

conversions, we are offering incentives to older children of families to move into some of our 

smaller homes to give some space to their parents and we are offering financial incentives as 

well.  There is a lot that is going on to tackle this problem.  The key is supply.  We need to build 

more family homes; that is not easy under the current form. 

 

Just a couple of suggestions: perhaps we should be looking more at grant per person, rather 

than per unit, and that should be our major -- 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  That is a recommendation in the report. 

 

David Montague (Chief Executive, London and Quadrant):  As I have said before, the key 

to all of this is partnership.  There is a lot that we can do and we are now in a position where we 

have got our base model.  We can do an awful lot more in partnership with local authorities. 

 



Nicky Gavron (Chair):  That is very helpful.   

 

Professor Steve Wilcox (University of York):  I am assuming there is a recommendation for 

more seaside and country homes to release family size dwellings amongst the social sector in 

London? 

 

Andrew Boff (AM):  We are encouraging local authorities to be flexible.  I must admit I think it 

quite funny that people think addressing under occupation is a new thing.  I remember I was 

first a Councillor in Hillingdon in 1982 and then we had a scheme which gave people a couple of 

grand to move out of under occupied properties.  The seaside scheme?  I just cannot imagine 

why anybody would want to move out of London, but I understand some people do!  I can 

understand that. 

 

Professor Steve Wilcox (University of York):  There is a dynamic in private market 

households moving in and a lot of them then choosing to move out when they get older.  Social 

sector tenants do not have opportunity unless it is provided through a social sector scheme.  All 

the evidence was on the seaside and country scheme, is it always over subscribed with a very 

high level of demand and, essentially, you can get invest in a one or two bedroom property - 

not necessarily on the glitziest part of the coast but somewhere on the Suffolk coast - and you 

are releasing a family size dwelling in London.  You think of what the unit costs are of that 

alternative provision.  It is almost a no brainer really. 

 

Nicky Gavron (Chair):  Thank you very much.  Thank you particularly, Andrew.  This 

investigation begun at a time when overcrowding was at a crisis level, and we were very 

concerned about it last summer.  In fact, while Andrew has been finishing off the report, of 

course the situation has become incredibly more constrained by the lack of mobility and lack of 

supply that you have been describing today, so there is a lot of hard thinking and work to be 

done by all of us.  Thank you very, very much for your contribution. 
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