LABOUR HOUSING GROUP

Submission to the Socialist Societies Parliamentary Hearings

for the next Labour Manifesto


“How should the next manifesto ensure fair opportunities for all children?”
1: Increase investment in housing linked into policies for delivering community cohesion, well-being and economic regeneration
The Labour Government has recognised the vital role of housing in tackling disadvantage and social exclusion, in creating sustainable communities and in helping improve the quality of life for everyone. But we have an overall continuing shortage of good quality, affordable homes. We are simply not providing enough new homes to meet our needs. As a result: young families cannot afford to live where they grew up and want to stay More people, including families, are forced to stay longer in temporary accommodation, or in overcrowded homes. Choice is effectively denied for many people, including the most vulnerable and disadvantaged in our community. This can particularly impact on children. Their life chances and mental and physical health can be blighted by living in overcrowded homes, especially homes that are cold, damp and hard to heat. Educational attainment can be blighted by having to continually change schools if families have to move on from one temporary home to another. Lack of choice and control over having a home can adversely impact on perceptions of worth and self-esteem. We must find ways to further increase investment if we are to begin to meet the need for new homes in urban and rural areas – and it is particularly important to increase the provision of good quality affordable homes for rent. But provision of new homes is only part of what is needed. We must also find ways to improve the physical conditions, including energy efficiency, of our existing homes across all tenures, and ensure that no property with the potential to become a much needed home is left empty. Physical conditions once improved must remain so, through measures to ensure adequate property maintenance.
2: Broaden housing choice and improve quality and standards across all tenures
· The private rented sector: We need to protect families living in insecure tenancies in the private rented sector by: introducing the Rented Homes Bill, improve regulation in the PRS by expanding the remit, powers and duties of Oftenant to cover the PRS, and expand opportunities for ADR, allow private tenants the power to exercise their consumer rights as others can by legislation to prevent retaliatory eviction.
· Improving standards for owners  incentivise mortgage lenders to ensure homes on which they lend are kept in good repair and at a modern standard of amenity (at least equivalent to the Decent Homes standard and compatible with the new Housing Health and Safety Rating System) through ‘Wrap-around Maintenance’  a concept proposed by LHG that would work through enabling lenders to lend more cheaply on homes that they can confirm are being kept in good condition. Owners could opt for a programme of works, at agreed fixed price, funded by extension to their mortgage.

· Broadening housing choice. LHG proposes the introduction of ‘Home Access package/Home Access agencies’: Allow and require all councils to provide “Home Access Packages” to a defined number of local first time buyers and essential workers. This could be achieved mainly through using low interest equity mortgages. These would increase the “buying power” of appropriate household by up to 30% or £50,000. With appropriate Government support these could be made available commercially, but are likely to require a small Government (or employer!) subsidy (between £500 and £5,000 for a £50,000 loan). Access to the “Home Access Packages” could be through the “Home Access Agencies” 

3: Promote and develop greater choice for tenants and tenant ‘empowerment’

· A consumer- centred approach: Communities are sustainable when members of those communities feel engaged.  People will not engage unless they feel they have a stake in society and if they feel that their views really count. A consumer centred approach should underpin our policies. All tenants should have a common framework to underpin their tenancies so that exercising choice does not mean having to face unfair choices in relation to future options for their homes. We should ensure introduction of the Rented Homes Bill to provide statutory underpinning for landlord neutral written contracts for all tenants. This is the key which will herald a consumer centred approach to renting.

· Promotion of a wide range of options for tenant involvement and control

The role of social housing providers should be to promote and develop the greatest possible involvement by as many tenants as possible, including traditionally excluded and under-represented sections of the community. All social housing tenants should be able to develop different levels of control and ownership including: Tenant Management Organisations including management and ownership co-operatives and other options such as the ‘Community Gateway Model’. Social housing landlords should be expected to provide practical support to tenants via funding and community development support. There are many examples of best practice by social housing landlords including the provision of ‘resident support workers’ who are able to build the confidence and capacity of residents to become ‘social entrepreneurs’ who can develop a wide range of local initiatives to empower local communities. 
· Greater accountability of social housing landlords to their tenants and rights for social housing tenants to hold their landlords to account Tenants should have 'sanctions' over poor/failing landlords including calling for an inspection by the Audit Commission, calling for a ballot to change their housing management service and/or landlord, access for all tenants to alternative dispute resolution: a Housing Ombudsman Service for ALL tenants and access to independent advice
Bold Policy Solutions

There are solutions if we are bold enough to introduce them. Our proposals reflect LHG’s basic belief that we should meet not only housing needs but aspirations, and break down the rigid tenure demarcations that reinforce the housing/social-class hierarchy.  The next Manifesto should therefore include commitments to 

· Find ways of reducing the cost of new build and paying for the increased investment needed;

· Broaden choice and improve standards across all tenures

· Speed up the process of providing more social housing through ‘choice-based acquisitions’ for those in most need, encouraging mixed tenure and mixed income level communities – essential for sustainability; 

· Introducing consistent, landlord-neutral management standards and fairer (and cheaper) dispute resolution;

· providing more protection for private tenants, so that the private rented sector can offer an acceptable and in some cases a more attractive alternative to social housing; and

· a consumer approach, giving tenants much more say in how their homes are run, and motivating involvement in the community and in the democratic process 
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