LABOUR HOUSING GROUP - Comments of Policy Documents

LHG’s policy is to express views only on housing and closely related issues.  Our response to the policy documents reflects this.

Education and Skills

We welcome the co-ordination of support for children and families through the new Government department but without integrating housing policy the objectives may not be achieved as:.

Housing is a significant factor in educational outcomes:

· housing conditions affect a child’s educational progress (e.g. overcrowding)

· catchment areas impact on the choice of primary and secondary school and there is substantial evidence that people seek ‘educational advantage’ through house purchase

· the lack of security of tenure creates instability, six month assured shorthold tenancies mean that families housed in the private sector are likely to move frequently with children changing school 

· 130,000 children whose parents are in temporary accommodation face even greater turbulence, often they are housed away from friends and family, they may have to move several times and change school before securing ‘permanent’ accommodation 

· from the perspective of the school high levels of mobility disrupt educational progress, not only for the individual child but for the class. teachers need to identify the needs of new pupils and the introduction of a new pupil may impact on the group and classroom dynamics

Sure Start must target the most socially excluded, particularly homeless families in temporary accommodation.There must be affordable childcare to enable single parents to study/train/do voluntary work, in preparation for employment.  The outlay will be more than recouped by families lifted off benefits.

Health

The Government’s commitment to Decent Homes plays a key role in reducing mental and physical ill-health caused or exacerbated by poor housing conditions. The Housing Health and Safety Rating System is an important tool in identifying unhealthy homes and enforcing improvements.  Local councils must be encouraged to maximise its use to improve unhealthy and unsafe homes in the private sector. We need accessible housing advice and support for older people so they are aware of the options available to them in deciding whether to remain in their home or move to a form of supported housing. The Government should lead in directing local authorities to address health inequalities through all their services.  We should not let quantifiable performance targets stifle them harder to measure ‘add on’ care and support that promotes well-being.
Crime, Justice, Citizenship and Equalities

We should explore new ways of helping migrant workers to play a full part in the community. We must get the most socially excluded on to the electoral register.  Those in houses in multiple occupation (bedsits and shared houses) are grossly under-enumerated and are rarely reached by electoral registration publicity. We need an urgent review of funding for civil legal advice to allow it to reflect grass-roots demand for services rather than the current top down approach.
Prosperity and Work

Life/work balance must be reflected in the way our homes are designed.  More single parents could work if they had the capacity to work from home.

Sustainable Communities

We should:

redress the imbalance of priorities between owning and renting in favour of more support for renters; do more to promote the use of natural material such as hempcrete for new build and insulation of existing homes; develop mutual home ownership and other mutual models; replace Home Conditions Reports in Home Information Packs with Log Books; address the democratic deficit in the way housing is provided and managed, empowering tenants and would-be tenants; shift rented housing from the ‘feudal’ landlord and tenant relationship to a consumer approach by enacting the Rented Homes bill requiring written Occupancy Agreements which simplify tenancy law and encapsulate the rights and obligations of both parties; adequately resource access to free, independent housing advice; prohibit local authority homelessness ‘gatekeeping’; decentralise housing association structures to a local level (de-merging), using collective lending arrangements rather than megalithic organisations, and explore use of local authority asset values to secure more Council housing. 

