Tenants Meeting 2021 Report
All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) for Council Housing

The APPG for Council Housing is a cross-party group of MPs which 1) campaigns to

increase the number of council houses being built, as a central part of the solution to the housing
crisis, and 2) seeks to represent the interests of council tenants in Parliament. The APPG is
chaired by Matt Western, MP for Warwick and Leamington. Its Secretariat is Defend Council
Housing, a tenants organisation that oppose privatisation of council housing and instead campaign
for direct investment.

In October 2021, the APPG invited council tenants and housing campaigners to present (online)
their views to MPs on the issues for council housing both in their local areas and nationally.
Tenants were represented from across the country, from Rochdale to Swindon, as well as a
number of tenants from several London boroughs including a representative from Grenfell United.

Each participant was given opportunity to speak. Several themes developed during the meeting
which are outlined in this short paper. The campaign also received written evidence, both from
those in attendance and from tenants who were unable to attend. These have been attached as
an addendum to the report.

Shortage of Council Housing

Several participants highlighted the lack of council housing available to those who need it.

Some areas have thousands of people on the waiting list for social housing in their areas. For
example, a speaker from a campaign in Rochdale, which is aiming to save seven tower blocks
from demolition, told us that their area has over 7000 on the housing waiting list. The London
Borough of Southwark has 16,000 households on its waiting list.

Land that could be used for building social rented council homes is instead being developed for
housing which doesn’t meet the needs of local communities. Public land is often sold off to the
highest bidder, instead of being used to benefit local communities by building much-needed
council homes. Fossett’s for the People have been campaigning for former-NHS land in Southend
to be used to provide around 400 genuinely affordable council homes. The current plans are
instead for 135 (private) executive homes. Similarly, a speaker from Islington Homes for All
described the battle they’ve faced over the former Holloway Prison site, which has been sold to a
large housing association. After dedicated campaigning, the site will now provide 42% social rent
homes — but this is a site that could have provided 100% social rent council homes if the land had
been kept in public hands.

Permitted developments, allowing use of commercial buildings as homes, which do not need to go
through local planning processes, have allowed modern slums to flourish, instead of secure, high-
quality new council homes being built. Powerful evidence was given by Harlow Defend Council
Housing who told the meeting of tiny, hazardous rooms totally unsuitable for families to live in,
miles away from schools and GP’s. The speaker finished by saying “if ever there was a case for
building 100,000 council homes a year it is now”.

The meeting also heard from the authors of a research paper entitled ‘Challenging Stigmatization
of Social Housing Tenants in England’, which concluded that there needs to be a right to housing,
accompanied by greater investment in council housing.
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Tenants were critical of the Government’s definition of affordable homes, at up to 80% market
rents, which is clearly unaffordable for people in many areas. In many cases, providing ‘affordable’
housing is being prioritised over social rented housing. The right-to-buy was another policy
criticised as it has led to the loss of council homes, which have not been replaced. Speakers
mentioned how some councils are still selling off the little stock they have left.

Using empty homes was identified as part of the solution by some speakers — there are an
estimated 1500 empty homes in Rochdale for example. Government policies should give councils
greater powers to use empty homes for social rent council homes.

Where tenants are able to access social rented council homes, some raised concerns about how
rents are set. The attached evidence from the Secretary of Haringey Defend Council Housing
outlines how social rents have become more unaffordable over time. The Government should
ensure that the rent-setting formula for social rents is still fit for purpose and the Regulator of
Social Housing must be robust in challenging landlords where social rents are being set above
what is permitted.

Ultimately, the solution to the dwindling stock of council housing is for the Government to set a

target of building at least 100,000 social rented council homes a year and providing councils with
the investment and support to deliver this.

Poor Conditions and Safety

The APPG heard shocking testimony from a tenant living in temporary accommodation at Denby
Court in Lambeth, London. When the tenant first moved in, “the electrics were borderline safe,
there were leaks, mould, exposed asbestos, and it was teeming with vermin...the worst thing, after
Grenfell, no smoke/fire alarms, no fire safety, 13 months it took me to get smoke alarms”. Tenants
in this situation have very few rights due to its status as temporary accommodation, despite paying
rent and council tax. The tenant has lived there for four years, is still unable to secure permanent
housing, and now faces being relocated miles away as the estate is earmarked for redevelopment
by the Council.

A speaker from Southwark Defend Council Housing described the underinvestment and safety
issues in that area, including increasing disrepair - signified by issues such as heating failure,
damp and mould. There appears to be a worrying trend of neglect and managed decline of some
estates, in various areas of the country, which can then be used as a justification for demolition
against the wishes of residents.

The representative from Grenfell United spoke to a “culture of non-compliance around health and
safety”, which appears to persist in the evidence we heard.

A council tenant and representative from the Swindon Tenants Campaign Group highlighted the
issue of how a Government settlement in 2012 landed councils with unmanageable housing debt.
This is one of the issues which results in councils being unable to renew stock, let alone retrofit
existing homes. The Government could reopen this settlement if it wishes.

Regardless, there needs to be greater investment in the upgrading and retrofitting of existing
council homes — now is the perfect time to do this, not only to improve the lives of tenants, some of
whom are living in shocking conditions, but to tackle the climate emergency and reduce fuel bills
for tenants.



Estate Demolition and Regeneration

Some attendees were facing their homes being demolished, as part of regeneration projects by
local authorities. One attendee described how residents in the Love Lane estate in Tottenham
were pressurised to vote in favour of demolition leading up to their estate demolition ballot.
Residents are calling for an independent inquiry into how this vote was conducted. There is a
responsibility on councils to ensure that votes on demolition and regeneration are free and
impartial, without undue influence and pressure from landlords. Councils should be subject to
independent investigation and punishment where this is not the case.

A tenant from the Fred Wigg & John Walsh Towers in Leytonstone described their poor experience
with the refurbishment currently taking place on their homes. The project has already taken place
for two years and is expected for a further two. They described the lack of communication with
tenants including a lack of clarity over what works are taking place when, prioritising contractor
convenience over tenants, and the general upheaval to residents’ lives.

Local authorities should ensure that where refurbishment is taking place, it is done with the
consent of current tenants and that they are updated and involved with projects during every
stage. They should be carried out within a reasonable timeframe, to minimise the disruption to
residents.

Discrimination

It is vital that council tenants do not face discrimination due to gender, race, sexual orientation,
disability or any other protected characteristic. Evidence submitted by the University of Surrey’s
‘Housing with Pride’ project steering group details how some LGBT+ council tenants feel they have
to regularly modify their home if their landlord or a repairs person visits, in order to make their
sexuality less visible. Some also felt that their landlord was unable to deal with issues such as
harassment effectively.

More broadly, the authors of ‘Challenging Stigmatization of Social Housing Tenants in England’
told the meeting how Government policies have stigmatised social tenants — including through
welfare policies, right to buy and failing to strengthen tenant voice.

It is imperative that all tenants are safe and free from discrimination in their homes. Local
authorities should consider signing up to the HouseProud Pledge, to demonstrate their
commitment to LGBTQ+ resident equality and support. Government policies and the language
used by politicians should be careful not to stigmatise council tenants — and should instead give a
greater voice to the diverse community of council tenants across the country.

Tenant Voice

Running through all the evidence received by the APPG is a lack of genuine tenant voice in
decisions being made by both central and local Government.

The Grenfell United representative expressed their disappointment that reforms proposed in
response to the tragedy of the Grenfell Tower fire are still yet to be presented to Parliament four
years later. The Social Housing White Paper, which contains proposals to help strengthen the
voice of social housing tenants, was released last year. The Government has not followed up with
any legislation based on the paper, and it was not referenced in the Queen’s Speech which laid
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out the Government’s priorities for this Parliament. The APPG has previously written to Housing
Minister Eddie Hughes, urging him to bring forward this legislation as soon as possible, and will
continue campaigning for this.

Where new council housing is being built, it needs to happen in consultation and with the consent
of existing communities. There is a particular issue with ‘infilling’ in inner-city London, where
councils are building new council homes between and on top of existing ones as a response to the
shortage of available land to build on. Southwark tenants expressed their concern about the level
of disruption this causes for current residents and how this is leading to the loss of communal
facilities or shared green spaces.

We heard evidence from the Chair of Southwark Group of Tenants Organisations, whose funding
is going to be stopped by Southwark Council, which will leave residents with less of a say over
what happens to their homes. They called for greater protections for tenant organisations and a
more significant role for the social housing regulator to ensure that tenants are at the heart of
decision-making, which should be considered as part of any legislation based on the Social
Housing White Paper.

Tenants were clear that a significant cultural shift needs to take place, so residents have a greater
voice and stake in the management of their homes. Government policies need to be urgently
developed — and passed through Parliament - to encourage this.

Summary

Quite simply, we will not reduce the great need for social homes without building large quantities
of social rent council housing — at least 100,000 a year. This means prioritising this in Government
housing policy and returning to investing in the bricks and mortar of new council homes.

Public land should be used for high-quality council homes instead of being sold off to the highest
bidder.

Additional investment is badly needed for the upgrading and retrofitting of existing council homes,
so no tenant is living in poor or unsafe conditions.

Landlords must listen to council tenants. Without this happening, many of the issues discussed will
unfortunately persist. Tenants must be given greater input into the management of their homes.

This should be facilitated by legislation and we will continue to press the Government into
presenting a Bill to Parliament based on the Social Housing White Paper, as has been so forcefully
called for by Grenfell United.

The APPG for Council Housing will send this report to interested MPs and Peers — including
Ministers in the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities. We will use this evidence
to continue campaigning in Parliament to increase the number of council houses being built, as a
central part of the solution to the housing crisis.

We thank every tenant and housing campaigner who fed their views into the APPG. We hope that
central Government and local authorities will listen to their voices and put council tenants at the
heart of decision-making about their own homes.



Addendum 1 — Southwark Defend Council Housing

Southwark Defend Council Housing

Submission to All Party Parliamentary Group for Council Housing (APPG) 25
October 2021

Southwark DCH is grateful for this opportunity to comment on behalf of tenants
and residents about some key issues facing us in 2021.

We believe that we have entered a new phase in the housing crisis. In Southwark
this phase is marked by an attempt by the council to address the lack of council
housing and respond to residents’ criticisms around worsening housing
affordability and availability. However, they are doing so in a way which puts our
homes and communities in danger and does little to solve the crisis.

The features of the crisis in housing and housing policy in Southwark include the
following:

Underinvestment and safety issues

The failure to tackle historic underinvestment in council housing is leading to
increasing disrepair and the creation of modern-day slum housing. Homes that
were built in the 1960s and 1970s are now suffering from increasing issues such
as damp, mould and other forms of disrepair including district heating failure.
Some types of buildings are structurally unsafe and have never been repaired
despite claims by the council to the contrary (e.g. Ledbury towers). Some have
had a fire risk substantial risk on their Fire Risk Assessment (e.g. Marie Curie,
sister block to Lakanal.)

Estate demolition and sell offs

There is increasing demand for council housing at a time when ongoing sell offs,
and demolition programmes have reduced the overall council housing stock by
many thousands. Whilst estate demolitions have abated in recent years, the
ongoing demolition of the Aylesbury Estate has created over 600 empty homes
following decanting of secure tenants. The council is still selling off larger street
properties. The right to buy continues to reduce the overall number of council
homes for rent.

Infill to build ‘council housing’
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The council is attempting to build ‘council housing’ via ‘infill’ on existing estates
to meet this massive demand (16,000 households on the council’s housing
waiting list). The long waiting list is partly a creation of the council’s own policies
of sale and demolition over the last 30 years.

Infill schemes include unsafe rooftop development, building on green spaces and
community play facilities, demolishing tenants halls, demolishing existing council
homes and building private housing to ‘cross subsidise’ council housing.

There is a large and growing movement of estate residents who oppose estate
infill. Residents report a near total disregard for their concerns about losing their
homes, their green spaces and amenities, and living on a building site for two to
three years whilst homes are built above them. They report a complete failure to
consult them properly.

In one example, Brenchley Gardens Estate, the council concealed from its
residents the true nature of the proposed scheme for rooftop development.
First, it failed to tell residents that an infill scheme was also planned for their
green space. Then it only came to light after the scheme was ‘paused’ that this
infill block was to be 100% private housing. Residents were angry that the
council had tried to get consent for the development on false pretences.

The Chair of Housing Scrutiny described the council’s approach to consultation
on this scheme

“..Trust being undermined by wrong, or surprise, or inconsistent
information...Promised action from officers failing to happen, further
undermining trust amongst residents...The disregarding of feedback from
nominated representatives from the estate...A failure to respond to people with
some kind of basic communications...”

The way the council is behaving towards residents in their headlong rush to
patch up the mistakes of their own past is reminiscent of the building boom of
the 1960’s and 1970’s when people were forced out of their homes and whole
areas were covered by hastily and shoddily constructed system-built blocks;
Blocks which now present a grave threat to residents’ health and safety. We
have reason to believe that the proposed rooftop developments, which are also
system built, will represent a similar future threat. A report by Arup
commissioned by the council warns that certain types of development may risk
disproportionate collapse. The council is ignoring this report. As the cladding and
building safety scandal shows, there are longstanding and corrupt practices in
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the building industry with very little regulation. This must also be considered in
any mass building programme. Instead of working for tenants and residents, the
council is effectively making the poorest and most disadvantaged members of
our community suffer for their failed housing policies of the past.

The housing crisis - real solutions

There must be real solutions to this housing crisis, not yet another round of
damaging and unsafe solutions. Councillors have labelled us as NIMBYs for
pointing out the flaws in their infill programme. We have been smeared, abused
and told we do not care about homeless people. We didn’t cause the housing
crisis, but we are regularly accused of this by the real architects of social
cleansing in our borough.

We are in favour of new council housing, but to avoid the same mistakes of the
past, there must be a way for these homes to be built with the active and
ongoing involvement of residents.

This will include

e Requisitioning of the half a million underused and empty homes for
council housing

e Retrofitting and refurbishing our structurally sound council homes as an
alternative to demolition.

e Building council housing to Passivhaus standard on sites that are carefully
selected and managed in partnership with communities, not against them.

e Enhancing and expanding green space and community facilities in this time
of pandemic and climate emergency.

Tanya Murat

Chair, Southwark Defend Council Housing



Addendum 2 - Southwark Group of Tenants Organisations (SGTO)

Council housing residents in Southwark are beset with a number of issues. To
name but a few, this includes continuing failure and disrepair of their district
heating systems, the construction of infill and rooftop homes, and Council
transparency. These three issues were identified in a survey of residents
conducted in February 2021, but other issues include isolation in communities,
and the cut to the £20 per week universal credit uplift — representing the single
largest cut in welfare in the UK in post-war History

The SGTO is the independent voice of council housing residents in Southwark.
Yet the Council is only guaranteeing us funding until October 2022, after which
point we will go out to tender as an ‘advice service’ — a definition that only
encapsulates a small amount of our work. We are leading a legal challenge
against the Council, and we will continue to fight for the interests of residents.

Council transparency

If residents have a concern they want to raise to the Council, fewer channels are
open to them for influencing Council decision making.

e Local Area Housing Forums are ill-attended by residents, without minutes
taken and without resident involvement in the creation of the agenda.

e Across the borough, residents are being let down by the Council’s
consultation structures, with residents without internet access being
excluded from accessing consultations.

e Other social landlords in the borough are behaving similarly. Based on a
consultation of 33% of estate residents, CBS Leathermarket still wishes to
pursue the demolition of a ball court on the Elim Estate, despite a petition
signed by 71% of residents of the Estate rejecting this.

Repairs/heating

Many of Southwark’s system-built estates are suffering not only from mould and
damp, but their district heating systems have fallen into disrepair.

e Aresident with district heating systems may end up being charged twice —
once for their faulty heating system, and then they have to pay to power a
generator to actually heat their home in the winter months.

e Southwark does offer a compensation scheme for residents using such
generators, but this compensation is retrospective, meaning households
can build up debts in the meantime.
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e Thisis on top of the inconvenience of having frequent repair works in your
home to fix a system that is likely to break down again in a short period of
time.

e Leaseholders face the additional burden of having to pay for often costly
repair works.

District heating failures are common in Southwark, with the following estates
being particularly affected:

e Kipling Estate

e Rennie Estate

e St Saviours Estate

e Brandon Estate

e Sceaux Gardens

e Rouel Road

e Wendover and Taplow Houses in the Aylesbury Estate
e Castlemead

Yet instead of investing in extensive repair works across their housing stock,
Southwark Council insists on building more hastily constructed, system-built
rooftop homes that are likely to experience similar issues in future.

New homes in Southwark

11 estates in Southwark are faced with the prospect of rooftop home extensions.
Yet the majority of tenants and residents associations in Southwark oppose the
construction of rooftop homes.

Residents at Chilton Grove Estate — where rooftop homes have recently been
completed - lived underneath scaffolding for almost two years, and building
contractors regularly broke working hours and noise limits.

Beyond the immediate issues of construction, residents are worried about the
construction of rooftop homes on blocks that are pre-1970 and are not designed
to withstand disproportionate collapse. On one estate, Southampton Way,
residents wrote a letter of concern to the Council, citing the Estate’s age and
inability to withstand extra wind pressure (caused by new storeys) as a reason
for building work not to proceed. An Arup feasibility report, commissioned by
the Council, stated that pre-1970 buildings are not “designed for
disproportionate collapse and most are unlikely to meet the requirements.” In
spite of this, Southwark Council continues to pursue its policy of rooftop homes.



Summary

At a time when Southwark’s council housing residents are beset with a complex
array of different issues, it is vital that they have an independent voice to
represent their interests to a Council that often ignores their concerns.

We are speaking at this call to evidence to raise awareness of issues faced by
Southwark residents, but also to demonstrate the need for the SGTO to keep
fighting their corner.



Addendum 3 - Fred Wigg & John Walsh Towers Tenants & Residents Association

52 Fred Wigg Tower
Montague Road,
Leytonstone E11 3EP
Eileen Short and Jamie Sweeney
By e-mail
25™ October 2021

Dear Matt Western MP,

Listening to Tenants

We have seen your invite to a meeting where you will be hearing from Council tenants on their
priorities for council housing. We are writing to highlight our concerns about the impact on tenants of
how major refurbishment contracts can roll through tenants’ homes with little regard for the impact on
tenants’ lives.

Background

Our Council Waltham Forest are running a huge repair and improvement project in Fred Wigg & John
Walsh Towers. The Council is in the middle of a £24+ million Repair and Improvement Project for two
15 storey tower blocks with 234 flats ie about £100k per flat. There has been a lot of disturbance and
disruption, especially noise and vibration, to tenants from the works to date. It has been a constant
struggle to have boundaries set to the impact of work programme on tenants and keep the Council and
contractors to it.

We are very unsure whether certain of the works would improve or worsen our living conditions and
safety notably fire safety. The Council and their contractors, are intent on pressing on regardless. We
have been told for instance that we cannot query the views of the main contractors’ fire safety
consultants.

Impact on Tenants

The experience of tenants in the Towers to date has been that where the Council felt it had to choose
between disrupting the project programme and causing inconvenience to tenants, the Council have

given less priority to tenants’ convenience. One obvious example has been tenants’ car-parking. The
Council tried to use all tenants’ car parking spaces for site facilities when the Council failed to provide
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in time the long-planned replacement temporary car park. The surrounding streets are almost entirely
Controlled Parking Zones. So tenants would have had nowhere else to go with their cars. Ignored by
the Council, tenants had to physically block the removal of their car park

Internal Works to Flats

Council is close to starting the phase with a massive scheme of internal works to each flat. Tenants
have been shocked to be told internal works to each flat would take 6 weeks. Tenants have been
effectively living in a building site for close to two years. Now the building site would be moving into
tenants’ homes. There is concern about the way it seems that the Council may be planning to run the
internal flat works.

The Council has produced a Residents Information booklet (attached) on the internal flats works.
When the TRA queried some points (See letter dated 1% October 2021), the response from the Council
(dated 23™ October and also attached) was cavalier in the extreme.

There is a pattern of not giving tenants basic information even when what is being considered will turn
our lives upside down for months. And we literally have to live with the outcomes.

We have asked for an independent technical expert funded to advise on the works. The Council has
said if we want technical advice, we would have to pay forit. We think that especially post Grenfell
that is not how council tenants should be treated. We would be willing to inform the APPG MPs about
Towers tenants’ experience at some suitable time if that was of interest.

Yours sincerely

Sonia McKenzie, Chair, Fred Wigg & John Walsh Towers Tenants & Residents Association



Addendum 4 - Martin Wicks, Swindon council tenant and Secretary of Labour Campaign for
Council Housing

Underfunding of Housing Revenue Accounts

The most neglected issue in relation to existing council housing is the under-funding of
housing revenue accounts. It is no exaggeration to say that the shortage of sufficient
funding means that the condition of existing council housing is bound to deteriorate over

time, and with it the living conditions of tenants. The reasons for this under-funding are:

1) The 2012 'debt settlement' when a new finance system was introduced. 136 councils
were burdened with an extra £13 billion 'debt’. This was not debt in any real sense, but
manipulation by the Treasury. As we know thanks to the House of Commons Council
Housing Group when it was led by Austin Mitchell, under the council housing subsidy
system (pre-dating 'self-financing') council tenants paid more in rent than the costs of
historic building programmes. Tenants paid £91 billion in rent in the 25 years to 2008, but
only received £60 billion in 'allowances'. The £31 billion difference was more than
outstanding debt associated with building programmes. To add bogus debt onto what was
said to be 'historic debt' was an injustice perpetrated against council tenants. It was a
means of central government fleecing them. Both the New Labour and coalition
governments refused to do the obvious and just thing, to write-off this 'debt'.

The calculation of the so-called debt which each council was given was not based on an
estimate of real needs in order to maintain and improve the quality of homes. It was
admitted by the New Labour government, based on research commissioned by them, that
an increase in allowances of 67% would be necessary if based on actual needs. It was

only increased by 24% so under-funding was built into the system from the start.

2) No sooner had self-financing begun than the government introduced measures which
would lead to councils collecting far less income than was projected in the 'debt
settlement'. The amount of 'debt' each council was given was based on an estimate of
income over the 30 years of the business plan they were obliged to draw up. The cost of

servicing this debt was based on the 2012 estimates of income. However, the government




> Changed the rent policy, instructing councils to set rents according to a formula
based on CPI rather than RPI (the former is lower).

> Introduced an 'enhanced right to buy' with increased discounts which led to a
fourfold increase in RTB sales. Part of the equation for determining how much
debt each council would have was an estimate of RTB sales (and the amount of
rent lost to councils as a result). Owing to these much higher sales councils are
collecting far less rent than was projected in 2012.

> |ntroduced a four year rent cut of 1% each year which was estimated to mean a
12% cut in income. The loss in rent, of course, was not just for 4 years but

cumulative.

There are no readily available statistics for the impact of these policies on the income of
housing revenue accounts but | have produced a snapshot of what it has meant for some
councils in “The case for cancelling council housing 'debt'’. The long term impact is
massive. In the case of my own authority, Swindon, when you compare the business plan
projections from 2012 with the most recent one, our housing revenue account will take in
an estimated £360 million less than was projected in 2012. This is by no means
exceptional. Newcastle was estimated to take in £500 million less.

In the case of Swindon over the next five years alone the council is £77 million short of
what it needs for capital spending for renewal of key housing components. If these are not
renewed in good time then the cost of responsive repairs goes up as components fail more
regularly and living conditions deteriorate.

3) The government is currently reviewing the Decent Homes Standard “to consider if it
should be updated, including how it can better support the decarbonisation and energy
efficiency of social homes, and improve communal and green spaces.” Improving the
standard would be welcome but housing revenue accounts have insufficient funds to
maintain the DHS as it is, which is not a very high standard, never mind an improved one.
The 2003-4 report of the “Housing, Planning, Local Government and the Regions

Committee” of the House of Commons said that the standard was set at “too basic a level”.

1

https://thelabourcampaignforcouncilhousing.files.wordpress.com/2021/02/caseforcancellingchd
ebt.pdf




In 2010 the Communities and Local Government Committee described it as “a low
standard” (Beyond Decent Homes). The Labour Campaign for Council Housing has
produced a Briefing?

on the Standard and the review.

The government has indicated that any improvements in the standard may have to be
self-funded. This is absurd when you consider the potential costs of retro-fitting council
homes. From 2025 any new council housing will have to have non carbon heating
systems. Yet decarbonisation will not happen without government grant. Even if you said
funding of £20,000 per property was necessary (almost certainly too low) then for all
council homes in England to be retro-fitted would cost £32 billion.

4) The 2011 Localism Act gives the government the power to reopen the 'debt settlement' if
there is a significant increase in expenditure or loss of income. Given the impact of the
policies we listed above there is clearly a case for the government re-opening the
settlement and adjusting the 'debt' handed out, in response to the much lower income that
councils are collecting than projected in 2012. We believe the case for cancellation is very
strong. Swindon Tenants Campaign did manage to convince the council to write to the
government asking it to reassess the debt Swindon was given owing to the shortfall of
funding for capital works. They refused to do so, undoubtedly because if they had made a
concession to Swindon then others councils would have demanded, what about us?

The silence on this issue is difficult to understand. Lack of knowledge of council housing
finances is a factor, however, councillors in individual areas with HRAs know that they lack

the resources to renew key housing components as quickly as they need to.

| would suggest that your APPG treats this issue as a priority and helps to collect
together information to show the scale of under-funding and its consequence for
councils and for tenants. This could serve as the basis for putting together a case
for reopening the 2012 'debt settlement' and taking away the burden of servicing a
'debt' which was not reflective of historic borrowing associated with past building
programmes but the result of ‘creative accounting' by the Treasury.

If we cannot maintain stock to a genuinely decent standard then we will not be

2 http://thelabourcampaignforcouncilhousing.files.wordpress.com/2021/05/dhs-standard-
briefing-2.pdf




:

able to win the support of existing tenants for the struggle for a renaissance of

council housing.




Addendum 5 — Housing with Pride project steering group, University of Surrey

This is a written submission from the 'Housing with Pride' project steering group, to
inform the APPG on Council Housing about our work and some of the issues that concern
LGBT+ council tenants, as you seek to represent the interests of council tenants in
parliament.

'Housing with Pride' is a knowledge exchange project to increase LGBTQ+ resident inclusivity
in the social housing sector. The project is a collaborative one between the University of
Surrey, HouseProud (the LGBTQ+ social housing network), and LGBTQ+ social housing
residents. Research we have conducted has shown that despite over a decade of equality
laws, together with some examples of good practice, many lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and
queer (LGBTQ+) people living in social housing provided by a local authority (or housing
association) continue to experience discrimination in their everyday lives, especially in
relation to their housing. The 'No Place Like Home' study captured some of the voices of
LGBTQ+ social housing tenants (of which 13% were local authority tenants)

¢ A third felt their neighbourhood was not a safe place to live as an LGBT*Q
person.

¢ A fifth of gay men reported that they regularly modify their home if their
landlord or a repairs person visits to make their sexuality less visible.

¢ A third of survey respondents felt that their housing provider was not able to
deal effectively with issues like harassment.

¢ Only a half of survey respondents felt a sense of belonging to their
neighbourhood, whilst a quarter reported feeling lonely.

We are working to support social housing providers to improve their services for LGBTQ+
residents. A summary of our work to date, with links to the key documents, can be found
here: https://housingevidence.ac.uk/housing-with-pride-blog/

The full publication can be found here https://housingevidence.ac.uk/publications/housingwith-pride/

We are now working on the next stage of developing further support and would be happy to
discuss this with the APPG. We would particularly welcome your support for the HouseProud
Pledge Scheme.

With regards,

Professor Andrew King
University of Surrey,
Guildford, UK.



Addendum 6 - Davida Dawkins

Good Evening and thank you for having me, my name is Davida Dawkins and I am a Denby
Court Warrior representing the campaign for Denby Court in SE11 London, and I am trying to
Save Our Community.

I am trying to stop the displacement of my family and my remaining neighbours after living in
this temporary accommodation hostel for four years, and to end our homelessness,
immediately.

I wanted to share my experience of the council housing system in the UK and how it has let me
down, after being homeless for the majority of my life through the care system and now as an
adult with children, I am still unable to secure a home within our social housing system or have
any priority.

Most councils I have come across and Lambeth being mine in question, are not fit for purpose
in relation to their council housing registers. Council homes are being run down

and demolished. Housing registers are oversubscribed and mismanaged, new homes built by
councils are not for true social rent. Households like mine are left for an enduring insecure
period of time through the temporary accommodation scheme.

The scheme functions with Homes kept in substandard neglected conditions and they are often
unsafe; Lambeth council moved us into Denby Court knowing electrics were borderline safe,
there were leaks, mould, exposed asbestos, and it was teeming with vermin I could go on, the
worst thing, after Grenfell, no smoke/fire alarms, no fire safety, 13months it took me to get
smoke alarms. It is illegal for a landlord to do this yet our council who would prosecute a
landlord for this behaviour had neglected to put them in their own properties and then housed
vulnerable families, like mine with disabilities. And got away with it.

We are overcrowded and insecure in nature of tenure, meaning we cannot settle and call it a
home, at the same time paying full rates of rent, bills and taxes, Never amounting to any form
of reward, and are used as property guardians, we have no rights as tenants or as humans with
lives to be lived. We will be moved for any reason that suits the council, in this case a financial
reason that benefits the gatekeepers of the authority, not the household.

Households like mine remain with a homeless classification long term and without a right to
settle which essentially means Lambeth council are keeping mine and other children, homeless.
If these conditions are to knowingly continue in the UK; Government and definitely Lambeth
council need to accept their role in the insidious nature of harm being caused to my family and
others in temporary accommodation, it is a serious crime against humanity, that is being
endorsed publicly.

Against all odds I come to speak to you, struggling to survive and remain sane, Lambeth
council are keeping me from being a positive part of society and are keeping me separate from
mainstream rights.

I implore to government to stop keeping families homeless in temporary accommodation and
make the councils provide suitable Secure council housing for the needs of their borough. We
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are a large part of the demographic and should not be subject to cruelty. Save the remaining
families of Denby Court! Thank you.




Addendum 7 — Mick Patrick, Harlow Defend Council Housing

Today I am giving evidence On the Permitted developments in Harlow. What started
back in 2015 was legislation that would allow the Conversion of Office blocks to be
converted into housing. This legislation has been abused by many housing providers
particularly by Caridon Housing. There are 13 permitted development sites in
Harlow. The Converted rooms mostly are 3.5 X 5 meters. Research by University
College London & Liverpool University showed only 22% were within National
living Standards. These conversions were allowed to be developed with no local
planning permission.

The immediate impact on local services was horrendous. 1000s of tenants & families
were moved very quickly from London and other locations causing gentrification in
Havering, Barking, Enfield and school places had to found with no extra teachers.
Harlow is still struggling to cope. Already full doctors’ surgeries had to find
placements and doctors. Little chance of Employment. Harlow is a high
unemployment area. With these developments now used for substandard homes the
opportunity for future job growth is taken away as the buildings in town and on the
industrial estates cannot be used.

The tenants were removed from their families and support networks. They were told
they would only be there for 2 yrs. Many are still there 3 yrs later with no prospect of
moving for several years yet.

Caridon Charge £700 a month for this accommodation and is the biggest receiver of
Universal Credit housing Benefit in England. Harlow Council would charge around
£400 a month for a 2-bed house. We spend £Bs in Benefits. It would be more
prudent to build council homes. In 2020 over 3 million claimants were receiving
housing benefits at £130 a week for private rent and £100 a week for social rent. The
total figure is not available as many transfer to Universal Credit.

Nearly all the Caridon tenants were previously in rent arrears and are now placed in
the exact situation they came from.

Now to the actual living conditions of tenants of whom |I have spoken to on many
occasions.

As described the rooms are tiny and hazardous. The kitchens and toilets are only a
yard away from bedding. Indeed mattresses are put in narrow corridors causing
obstruction and a fire hazard.

Mattresses are moved to give children a little space to play. Small children’s
development is stunted to learn to walk. Older children have no room to do
homework. I have been told children have nightmares due to other tenants fighting in
corridors. And excess noise and lack of sleep effects their learning at school. The
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local police calls to the developments are great. With some of the tenants having
addiction & mental health issues all placed in close proximities of the parents of
young families are telling me they are now suffering depression and are at the end of
their tether.

One tenant told me he had just recovered Drug addiction and was moved here with
no help. He had a chance of work back in London.

They tell me they cannot afford to go to a doctor as it is across town (on the
industrial estates there are no busses during mid-day times, the cost of a cab is high).
Some have a 2 mile walk to school.

I was told by one woman she could not afford to visit her terminal ill mother in
London as she was removed from her local support network, she could not find the
fare back to London for herself and children.

Even our own MP Robert Halfon has described the developments as ghettos.

This is intolerable in 2021. If ever there was a case for building 100k council homes
a year it is now.

This is a return to the 1800s.



Addendum 8 - Haringey Defend Council Housing

Research into Social Rent Setting

Introduction and Context

The Coalition government announced in 2010 its intention to phase out Social Rent for new
homes and also for some new tenancies in the existing stock, and to charge much higher
‘affordable’ rents instead; and to move away from new permanent tenancies in the social
sector, towards new tenancies of three to five years only.

These policies have since been pushed back. The affordable housing programme has now
been opened up to bids for Social Rent; and the rental component of the next iteration of the
affordable housing programme in London will be based on Social Rent, rather than any form
of affordable rent. Our campaigning had an impact. They listened to us.

However, the fallout from these battles has loosened the definition of just how high a Social
Rent can be. Councils sometimes set new Social Rents £50pw above the rents of their existing
homes. We face a future of a two-tier system of council rents, and a danger that at some
future point, under some future government, the existing really-affordable rents will be
assimilated up to the new, higher levels.

We now have the phenomenon of unaffordable social rent, because there can be a higher
rent, plus high service charges. So social rent no longer provides the safety net that it used to.
A high proportion of materially deprived children are in social renting households. 47% of
food bank users are social rent tenants. The drastic impact of higher social rents on those
affected by the Household Benefit Cap is shown in the table below, which depicts the
consequences of setting Social Rents for new homes in Haringey at the highest possible level
(known as the Cap) from April 2021. Even two unemployed adults with two children in a two
bed property paying council rent would have been benefit-capped as a result of the council
switching to the new rent setting policy.



Haringey council housing: existing social rent, new homes rent, and the Household Benefit Cap
Household details and costs for two unemployed adults plus children. Source: DWP entitledto calculator
. e - Rent Shortfall
Scenario | Flator No. of =€ Biice chstsss for SEVice chidhas - Tor Council | No. of No.of | Ageandsexof fota! rer\t and caused byrt::e
number | house |bedrooms Benthype i DF‘ gStatE il fakan esttate i Tax band | adults | children children Sndess Household
concierge) concierge charges Benefit Cap
1 Flat 2 Average Social Rent yes no A 7 7 5f, 8m £123.26 pw NIL
2 . Flat I 2 .Average Social Rent no yes A 2 2 5f, 8Bm . £140.98 pw NIL
3 Flat F Average Social Rent yes no B 2 & 5f, 8m; 12F £138.68 pw E57.80 pw
4 Flat 3 Average Social Rent no yes B 2 3 5f, am, 12f £156.40 pw £75.52 pw
5 House 4 Average Social Rent no no B 2 4 5f, 8m, 12f, 16m | E138.57 pw £126.40 pw
6 Flat 2 New homes rent yes no A 2 2 5f, 8m £174.59 pw £25.00 pw
o Flat 2 New homes rent no yes A 2 2 5f, 8Bm £192.31 pw £42.72 pw
B8 Flat 3 New homes rent yes no B 2 3 5f, 8m, 12f £183.35 pw £102.48 pw.
9 Flat 3 New homes rent no yes B 2 3 5f, 8m, 12f £201.07 pw £120.19 pw
10 House 4 New homes rent no no B 2 4 5f, 8m, 12f, 16m | £175.12 pw £162.96 pw

When these much higher rents are introduced, there is never any adequate assessment of
the impact on resident affordability and household budgets. This housing affordability crisis
is the reason why new Social Rents must be held at the levels of the existing Council stock.

Social Rent setting

New Social Rents must be set according to the procedure set out in the government’s Policy
statement on rents for social housing (MHCLG, February 2019)%. This uses a formula, originally
dating from 2002, indexing all rents and costs to January 1999 values, with:

e 70% of the rent adjusted for relative county earnings in January 1999 (using amounts
in the statement, p 20).

e 30% of the rent adjusted for the relative property value (compared to average housing
association stock in January 1999).

e A weighting for the number of bedrooms.

e The rent to be updated by annual increments, as specified by government since
2000/01; with annual rent adjustments at CPI plus 1%;

e Therent to be limited by the Social Rent Cap as published annually by government for
each number of bedrooms.

The weak point of the otherwise highly prescriptive formula is the element of the free market
value of the property; because this amount is identified by the landlord alone. There is a
fundamental inequity here. Because the valuation process is controlled by one party, the

lhttps://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/781746/

Policy Statement.pdf




landlord, and is kept secret from the other interested party, the tenant (and also from board
members, Councillors and the public), there is a tendency for rent outcomes to be too high.
This was noted as early as 2004 in a government review of the policy, when Housing Today
reported, ‘Housing Corporation to scrutinise inflated rents: Some landlords will face
regulatory checks on property valuations in wake of ODPM report’ (23 July 2004).2 In real free
market values based on a willing buyer and a willing seller, the professional valuations are
disciplined by the price at which the parties actually agree to exchange. However in landlord
valuations for social rent setting, this discipline is completely absent. The valuations must be
carried out to Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors (RICS) Red Book standards, but as yet we
know very little, or nothing, about the actual process by which they take place.

However, it is useful to us that the government’s policy statement allows for providers to take
a strategic approach to the valuations: ‘Rather than carrying out individual valuations [for
each property], registered providers may decide to rely on more generic valuations for
particular types and sizes of properties in different locations’ (paragraph 2.26). We say that
the valuations could be based on the resale prices of ex right to buy council stock during the
twelve months centred on January 1999. This would comply with regulatory requirements,
without unduly inflating rents for First Let properties.

Researching Social Rent setting

Because all of the elements which go into the rent formula (except one) are published by
government, once we know the rent outcome we are presented with a simple algebra
problem allowing us to determine the one unpublished element: the assighed market value.

First let Social Rents in London

First Lets are new builds, acquisitions and conversions. From freedom of information replies,
we know that mean average rents for First let Social Rent General Needs two beds in London
in 2019/20 were £129.65 pw, compared to a median average two bed London Council relet
rent of £106.35 pw.3 The assigned market value for the first lets must have been equivalent
to at least £515,664 in April 2019, an amount £46,170 (9.8%) higher than the average London

2 ODPM was the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, equivalent to the Department for Levelling Up, Housing
and Communities today.

https://www.building.co.uk/housing-corporation-to-scrutinise-inflated-rents/3038475.article - Accessed 27/10/2021.

3 www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/gn sr first lets in 201920 londo#fcomment-97665




house price in April 2019. This is preposterous, especially because new Social Renthousing is
not disproportionately located in high value areas.

An example of a new Social Rent set at Cap

In April 2021 Haringey Council began to set Social Rent for its new build council homes at Cap.
After representations, these rents have now been reduced, allowing insight into the detail.

Looking at a one bed flat in Stroud Green Ward, we see that the Social Rent which was set at
£148.88 pw (the Cap) in April 2021 was reduced to £112.96 pw in August. The assigned market
values at December 2020 prices were £814,698 for the April valuation and £468,970 for the
August valuation. If we assume for a moment that the August valuation was accurate, then the
assigned value in April was 73.7% too high. We can have no confidence in valuations with such
widely variant outcomes. Instead, we need transparent, comprehensive and accountable
social rent setting policies.

CORE data on new lettings

Data on rents for new social sector tenancies is collected by front line housing workers at
tenancy sign up under CORE (COntinuous REcording of the details of new tenancies). Specific
data for First Let rents is collected by CORE but not published by government; however it is
available using Freedom of Information requests.

A long series of FOI questions brought out the detail at borough level in London, showing
many cases where average Social Rents were set above the Cap, which is supposed to be the
maximum for all individual rents. For the four years 2016/17 to 2019/20, average First Let
Social Rents were obtained for 352 separate borough/year/tenure/bedroom-size categories.
In 58 of these categories (relating in 48 cases to housing associations and in 10 cases to local
authorities) the mean average rent was set above the Cap. These cases occurred in 17 out of
the 33 local housing authorities in London. Please see the example data sets for 2018/19,
showing both London-wide figures and information on specific private providers in
Wandsworth, showing very high service charges as well as rents set above the Cap.?

4 The data tables may be downloaded from:
https://haringeydefendcouncilhousingblog.wordpress.com/2021/11/17/landlord-breaches-of-the-social-rent-
setting-formula-document-file/




The assigned market value of a new property with the Social Rent set at Cap in 2018/19 must
have been equivalent to at least £683,484 at average April 2018 London prices: £206,231
higher than the average market house price at that time. Ludicrous.

CORE data shows that First let rents for both housing associations and councils closely
followed relet rents until 2013, and then moved higher than them.> The higher rents are
unrelated to faster house price increases in London, because the Policy Statement, paras 2.24
and 2.27, says that ‘the valuation must be made at January 1999 prices’.

The breaches of rent regulation are concentrated amongst private providers in a minority of
boroughs. Most council and housing association lettings go through local authority choice
based lettings systems; and the substantial variation in housing association rent setting
practices between different boroughs suggests that local authority officers play a significant
role influencing rent setting in housing associations.

It should be emphasised that there are a large number of cases where rent setting is carried
out properly and fairly by social landlords; and a healthy number of cases where rents for new
homes are no higher than those of the existing stock.

Inadequate regulation

The government says, ‘CORE provides a national standard dataset for examining high-priority
issues, such as high and low-demand housing, allocations policy, and housing affordability...
Policy makers and practitioners regard the system as an essential tool for monitoring housing
costs, assessing affordability and developing policy.”®

The Regulator of Social Housing (RSH) was asked last year to investigate the overcharging
revealed by the CORE data, but has refused to do so, on spurious grounds. The Regulator
stated that it would not rely on CORE data to support regulatory intervention into rent setting

5 See the rent table and graph at
https://haringeydefendcouncilhousingblog.wordpress.com/2020/01/25/soaring-social-rents-for-new-homes- in-

london/

6 DCLG, CORE Manual for 2016/17.



because ‘CORE data groups together formula rent properties with other tenures, including,
for example, temporary housing accommodation, or specialist supported housing, which are
exempted from the formula rent and Rent Cap requirements’.” However, in fact temporary
accommodation is not covered by CORE, as is detailed in the annually revised CORE Manuals
issued by the housing ministry; while the research which was presented to the Regulator was
exclusively concerned with general needs housing, and not any kind of supported housing.
Therefore the Regulator’s action in refusing to investigate seems most perverse.

However, reporting on the Social Housing website on ‘Rent and regulation: when registered
providers get it wrong’ (06/08/2020), Robyn Wilson stated that over the five years 2015-20,
the RSH had engaged with registered providers 216 times about rent-setting issues. in
2019/20 alone, the RSH approached 18% of large registered providers (48 out of 272) about
rent-setting problems. Richard Petty of real estate company JLL said that some registered
providers were “a bit optimistic at the development appraisal stage in setting their target
[social] rent term’s existing use value for the rent formula”. He continued: “We have certainly
seen one or two instances where the original development staff have been very optimistic in
their calculations and something has been approved when it probably shouldn’t have been
approved. They’ve ended up charging more than they should have done.”?

A note on the scope of research and on data quality

Solely to reduce the data to manageable proportions, this research on Social Rent setting has
been limited to General Needs, Social Rent properties in London. It seems likely that the
freedom which the Regulator allows to Social Rent setters (optimistic or otherwise) may be
very similar elsewhere in England.

The Regulator was asked to begin an investigation based on the CORE data showing evidence
of overcharging. The CORE data is completed by front line workers, and sometimes different
individuals answer the questions differently. The Data is therefore indicative: because the
message from the CORE returns is so overwhelming, it should form the basis for further
investigation.

7 Fiona MacGregor, Chief Executive, Regulator of Social Housing, to Paul Burnham, Stage 2 complaint response,
25/02/2021. Available for download from
https://haringeydefendcouncilhousingblog.wordpress.com/2021/11/17/landlord-breaches-of-the-social-rent-
setting-formula-document-file/

8 https://www.socialhousing.co.uk/insight/insight/rent-and-regulation-when-registered-providers-get-it-
wrong-67404 Accessed 16/11/2021 (Registration required).




Conclusion and recommendations

It is quite clear that rent rigging is taking place. The question is, what can we do about it.

We need to bring Social Rent setting back under control, and back into line with the rents
of the existing properties. The Regulator of Social Housing must do its job and regulate. The
government should publish the CORE statistics on First Let Social Rents. We need to open
up the process at local level, developing local Social Rent setting policies to drive out the
current malpractices. Assurances about the adoption of general policies may well be
insufficient. The publication of all rent setting data may be the only way to ensure good
practice for all providers. One reason for rents being set too high is to fill gaps in funding
for new housebuilding. Hence, the national affordable housing programme must be
adequately funded, so that rent increases are not used as a means to subsidise building
costs.

Here is the highly prescriptive wording of the Government’s policy statement on rents:

Policy statement on rents for social housing

Chapter 2: Social Rent

Overview

2.1 This chapter applies to accommodation let at a social rent. This means all low cost
rental accommodation to which chapters 3, 4 and 5 of this document do not apply.

Formula Rent

2.2 Registered providers may set the initial rent on properties to be let at social rent at a
level that is no higher than formula rent, subject to the rent flexibility level (see
paragraphs 2.13-2.14 below).

The basis for the calculation of formula rents is:

30% of a property’s rent is based on relative property values

70% of a property’s rent is based on relative local earnings

a bedroom factor is applied so that, other things being equal, smaller
properties have lower rents

All comments and questions are

welcome.
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Paul Burnham

Secretary

Haringey Defend Council Housing

07847 714 158 haringey dch@outlook.com
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