Labour Housing Group Newsletter - September 2020

JOINT HOUSING CONFERENCE
Labour Housing Group is hosting a joint, online housing conference entitled “Socialist
housing policies for a recovering Britain” on Saturday 3rd October, 10:00 - 13:00.
Its theme is making a reality of a decent home for all.
In partnership with SERA (Socialist Environment and Resources Association), Labour
Campaign for Council Housing, Labour Coast & Country, Society of Labour Lawyers and
others, we are holding a major conference to debate how housing can play a part in the
national recovery.
Keynote speakers

Workshops
1st session 10.40-11.30

● Thangam Debbonaire MP,
Shadow Secretary of State for
Housing

A. Building a better future - design, quality &
sustainability

● Anneliese Dodds MP, Shadow Chancellor

B. Widening our perspective - different
tenures, different places

The 8 workshops will hear from
speakers from local authorities,
Socialist Societies, and community
groups, as well as from MPs and
academics.

C. Building public housing once more
D. Learning from Grenfell
2nd session 11.35-12.20
E. Funding the social homes we need

There will be time for questions and discussion.

F. Housing and BAME communities: the
impact of racial disparities and inequalities in
housing provision

How to join
Open to Labour Party members only - please
have your LP membership number ready
when you register.

G. Making the Private Rented Sector fit for
purpose
H. Delivering the affordable housing we need
in the face of Government proposals on
planning.

Register here. You'll be asked to choose
your workshops when you register.
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‘PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE’ - A WRONG TURN
In the first week of August, the Government
published a far-reaching White Paper entitled
Planning for the Future requiring formal
responses before 29th October 2020. The LHG
Executive discussed the subject on 12th
September and agreed that the format of the
“consultation” was designed to encourage
responses favouring a free market regime.

and funding regimes to provide a consistent
context.
7. Apart from a brief nod in the Foreword of
Planning for the Future, it ignores the impact
of Coronavirus, despite the already visible
impact on demand for homes.

The Executive agreed to begin work on a
critique of the White Paper and plan a
campaign across the Labour Party for when
the relevant Bill is published.

a) By making an up-to-date assessment of
housing need to guide the prioritisation of
development.

How might Labour approach planning for
the 21st Century?

b) By putting Local Authorities at the centre of
planning arrangements and focusing primarily
on the needs of people – communities,
families and vulnerable individuals.

Previous experience of Bills driven by Gove and
Cummings warns that the struggle in Parliament
will be fierce and we are keen to support the
Shadow Front Bench in this.
What follows is my broad-brush commentary and
some early thoughts on Labour’s approach.

What’s wrong with Planning for the Future?
1. The White Paper is primarily a wasted
opportunity. Despite ample evidence that
the present housing planning regime is only
one aspect of why there are insufficient
affordable, suitable homes to meet the need,
the Government simply argues for more of the
same free-market medicine.

c) By recognising the key role of Local
Authorities in regeneration and the need to
take a wider view of the relationship between
housing need and related services (such as
transport, employment and health) and guide
developments accordingly.
d) By recognising the varying needs of different
areas, and tackling any mismatch between
current need and existing housing stock.
e) By creating a tax regime that encourages
developments that benefit whole
communities.

2. It claims it will “replace the entire corpus of
plan-making law in England”, but offers little
more than taking the brakes off developers’
ambitions.
3. It has little to say about how its measures
would support regeneration of English
towns.

f) By ensuring a consistent national framework
of law to guide the processes of application,
approval and appeal. Ministerial interventions
should avoid threatening trust, as in the case
of the Desmond-backed development in
Tower Hamlets.

4. It is profoundly undemocratic and, once an
area has been designated for development,
removes the role of locally-elected politicians
in challenging unsuitable proposals.

g) Through a national stock-take of resources
such as materials and properly trained labour,
ensure that the needs of a major building
programme can be met.

5. Local authorities are blamed for delays in
giving planning approval without recognition
of the substantial cuts to staffing imposed by
the Tory and Coalition Governments.

h) By providing local authorities and developers
with data on impact of the
pandemic on live/work needs so
that they can respond
positively.

6. It takes no account of local planning regimes
being dependent upon Government policies

Paul Martin (Editor)
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A NATIONAL HOUSING CONVERSION FUND
The Affordable Housing Commission is making
the following case for a £1.3bn National
Housing Conversion Fund for England.

• Provide a floor on the market in weak
housing markets
• Help level up the economy by focusing
investment in areas in the Midlands and
North
• Help kick-start stalled sites to increase
housing supply
• Improve the quality of the housing stock
• Help the government meet its net zero
carbon emissions target
• Deliver wider economic benefits - creating
jobs and growth
• Provide an immediate boost to the economy
and offer wider economic benefits over 30
years, such as an increase in economic
activity worth £1.4bn

It would make grants available for social landlords
and alternative housing providers to acquire
existing private rented properties and convert
them into new social and affordable homes. A
major part of the Fund would be targeted at lower
demand areas, with grants contingent on
improving housing conditions and supporting
local economies.

The Affordable Housing Commission is an
independent group of housing leaders, founded by
the Smith Institute and chaired by Lord Best. The
Commission’s main report ‘Making Housing
Affordable Again: Rebalancing the Nation’s Housing
System’, was published in March 2020, with a followup entitled ‘Making housing affordable after Covid19’ published in July 2020.

The Fund would also be available for housing
providers to acquire properties from developers
on stalled sites to kick-start development. This
approach – which was successful in the 1990s and
2000s – could form part of the government’s
recovery programme.
As part of a co-ordinated recovery plan a National
Housing Conversion Fund could:
• Provide additional social and affordable
housing and help address the immediate
affordability crisis facing tenants who may
lose their homes
• Help struggling homeowners who cannot
meet their mortgage payments and cannot
find a buyer for their home
• Help rebalance the housing system by
converting private rented properties into
social and affordable homes
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THE END OF TOWN
PLANNING?
The deadline is 29th October for
official responses to the
Government’s far-reaching White
Paper entitled Planning for the
Future.
LHG supporters should encourage
official responses from their
councils, housing associations etc
details at
https://www.gov.uk/government/co
nsultations/planning-for-the-future

HOUSING TARGETS IN A CHANGED LANDSCAPE
Why we need to review what should be built and where it should be located
The Covid-19 virus has brought about many
changes to our daily lives and the way our
economy and society function over recent
months.

If so, big infrastructure schemes would also
need to be reconsidered. The business cases for
increasing rail and tube capacity serving London,
such as a Crossrail2, would be much weakened.
Conversely, infrastructure projects outside the
conurbations might be boosted.

One of these is greatly increased working
from home.

In this scenario, housing delivery targets
which are weighted towards raising
densities in cities make less
sense. In contrast, towns
beyond the big cities
would see rising demand
for housing.

Prior to the outbreak there was a
trend, often encouraged by
employers, for office workers
to occasionally work from
home, but this has
become the norm.
Is this something that
will pass or are we
seeing a major
change in patterns of
work? I think it may well be the
latter.

Ironically, an influx of
economically active
households might halt
or reverse the decline of town
centres around the country and
on the coasts.

The reasons are clear; it makes
sense for employers to significantly
reduce their accommodation needs
and costs. It also works well for many of their
staff; no time wasted commuting, no travel
costs and more flexible working, too.

Additionally, councils and
developers should also review
space standards and room layouts
for new housing schemes for two reasons.
� If there is to be significantly more home
working, the creation of small office type
spaces will be very useful,

Perhaps, in future, office staff will only be
required to come into their city centre offices for
supervision once a week or even fortnightly.
If that comes to pass, there are many
implications. Train operating companies will take
a massive hit in terms of fares collected.
Sandwich bars and coffee shops that have
prospered in city centres are already closing. No
wonder Boris Johnson is expanding permitted
development because there will be plenty of spare
office blocks to convert to residential use.
But I think it goes beyond that. Workers who
need only travel in once a week may decide they
don’t need to live in the city and move further
out to a cheaper home free from big city
congestion.

� The pandemic has highlighted how unfair are
the opportunities for children to learn. This
has principally focused on access to the
Internet, but a lack of quiet study space
harms the life chances of children living in
cramped conditions.
None of this takes away from the pressing
need for 300,000 new homes a year, with
100,000 of these being council or housing
association homes at social rent levels, but it
does call into question the geographical
distribution and space standards of the new
homes.
Ken Jones
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FRINGE MEETING AT LABOUR‘S ‘CONNECTED’
Speakers at LHG's Connected 2020 fringe meeting, organised jointly with Labour
Campaign for Human Rights and sponsored by Community, agreed that now is the time
for a legal right to housing in Britain.
Leilani Farha, UN Rapporteur on the Right
to Adequate Housing 2014-2020
●

The time for a legal right is now, in the
UK and across the world.

●

Canada, Barcelona, and Berlin offer
examples of how the right to housing
can dramatically change the way we view
housing.

●

●

Decisions are increasingly unfair, moving
people hundreds of miles from their
communities to short term, sometimes
substandard, accommodation.

●

Local authorities should commit to giving
homeless people the right to a home.

Melantha Chittenden, Head of
Communications and Media, Community
Union:

It prioritises listening to residents’
experience as experts.

●

Homeless veterans experience many
barriers but often without the skills
needed to find and keep a home.

●

We need a targeted approach which
recognises their right to a home. No-one
is more deserving of a home than anyone
else.

Becky Ross from Labour Homelessness
Campaign:
●

Those trying to leave the streets for their
own accommodation encounter a
dehumanising bureaucratic system.

●

Many single homeless people have
mental health difficulties, made worse
by the nightmare of intensive
paperwork.

●

Hostels often feel unsafe, and too few
are given long term housing.

●

The system must recognise that
everyone has a right to a home,
understand trauma and provide real
homes as a way out of homelessness.

Thangam Debbonaire MP, Shadow
Secretary of State for Housing:

Matt Downie, Director of Policy and
External Affairs, Crisis:
●

Our current homelessness system
established in 1977, made a big
difference but also made compromises.
Now we need to remove barriers to
single people being offered emergency
housing and stop pitting the "deserving"
against the "undeserving" poor.

●

Our housing system is not what you
would choose to handle a pandemic.

●

The Government has no plan for what
happens to homeless people initially
accommodated.

●

Tenants are inadequately protected and
this is no time to resume evictions.

●

Keir Starmer explicitly supports the right
to housing. We need that right to become
law and be acted upon.

References:
Human Rights-based National Housing
Strategies
Guidelines for the implementation of the
right to adequate housing
A video recording of the fringe meeting is
available here.
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NATURAL DISASTERS – WHAT TO DO?
Likewise older people who need equity release can't
get it."

Few now argue that the threat of climate change
is not real, but the implications of natural
disasters are widespread and varied.

Credits BBC News:

The cliff-fall at Eastchurch, Kent is a case in point.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-kentIn May 2020, twenty homes were evacuated
52868241
overnight after a large section of cliff collapsed on
to a beach. Kent Fire and Rescue Service said this https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales49994297
left a number of properties at potential risk.
A local parish councillor, Malcolm Newell, said
that Swale Borough Council had agreed to
take action to protect the cliffs "sooner
rather than later" in November 2019, but
work was yet to begin.
(Formerly strongly Conservative Swale Borough
Council currently has had ten Independents and no
overall political control since 2019.)
In contrast, the Environment Agency said its
shoreline management plan sets out no further
intervention for this area.
For Labour, the key concerns must
be to protect vulnerable people and,
to a lesser extent, their property.
Yet authorities have a difficult
balance to strike, particularly where
risks may be disputed.
For instance, 300 miles away on the coast
of Gwynedd in Wales, Fairbourne experiences
similar problems.
Local residents have asked what the
Council will do ‘if we have a major
event or you want to decommission
the village?
To decommission the village, you're going to have to
take my house and my land. We own this house and
we own the land, and the only way you can do that is
with… compulsory purchase’.
Even in an area where the element of the
unforeseen is less of an issue, locals remain
concerned. "Young people living here can't get a
mortgage. Houses are cheap, but they can't get a
mortgage because no-one will lend them money.

ISSUES FOR LABOUR
Eastchurch demonstrates how local residents
can feel abandoned as responsibilities are
batted around various government agencies.
Labour would want to be sure that the legal
framework made clear who was responsible, but
funding must match policies to avoid making
empty promises.
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ALMSHOUSES FOR THE NEXT GENERATION
We know we are in the midst of an affordable
housing crisis in which young families and
older renters are facing the harshest time
ahead.

Almshouses, micro communities created by
philanthropists, have been providing safe and
secure homes in the community for 1,000 years.
Already there are 1,700 almshouse charities in
the UK providing homes for 36,000 people and
more are being built now than ever before.

8.4 million people are living in unaffordable,
insecure and unsuitable housing. According to
Age UK, over 2 million of those are elderly and
elderly homelessness is set
to double by 2025.

The Almshouse Association was established 74
years ago and is the voice
of the movement to
Government. We provide
funding, guidance and
training for our
membership. Our ambition
is for almshouses to be
recognized as the exemplar
form of community housing.

Almshouses have been a
constant in our
communities over the
centuries and are needed
today more than ever, but
not just as a roof over the
head. In their recent
research for Innovate UK,
Matter Architects say:

Ninety per cent of
almshouses serve the local
community. They are all run by trustees who
understand local needs and are accountable to
the community. They are houses for the
community in perpetuity and are exempt from
the Right to Buy.

“Almshousing is a unique form of social,
affordable housing that predates modern forms
by many centuries, usually providing for
vulnerable, elderly people. Owned and
managed by small, local charities, they fill a
niche area in housing provision. Whilst unlikely
to solve the housing crisis on their own, their
unusual histories and constitutions mean that
they are not subject to the same land pressures
as many housing providers and they
demonstrate means by which the planning
system could better support innovation and
supply of affordable housing.”

They tend to be small, usually 6 to12 units with
distinctive architecture – often a square
horseshoe – promoting a sense of community.
(There are also some almshouse charities that
support over 100 almshouses.)
Almshouses are part of history but also very
much part of a future housing solution.
Although almshouses will never be the complete
answer to the housing crisis, trustees are ready
to build and they represent a great opportunity
to expand, based on a model of independent
living and resident well-being that is genuinely
affordable.

Almshouses are not just about buildings, but are
led by a spirit of independence, localism and
caring.
These micro communities offer more than a roof
and have been shown to increase the longevity
and well-being of residents. A recent study
reported “As research conducted here in 2017
showed, on average our residents live up to five
years longer than they’d be expected to elsewhere….”

Over the last 1,000 years, almshouses have
offered truly affordable homes to those in
need. If ever there was a time for more it’s
now.

Ageing Well, a study of almshouses for Whitely
Village Research Foundation said “the great enemy
for all older people is loneliness”.

Nick Phillips (Almshouse Association )
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LHG EXECUTIVE 2020
LHG's Executive was elected at
the AGM 21st March for the two
years to 2022.
Executive member
Andy Bates (co-opted)
Janet Berry
John Bevan
Rachel Blake
Nick Bragger (co-opted)
John Cotton
Ed Derrick
Gerard Heffey (co-opted)

£ APPEAL £ APPEAL £ APPEAL £ APPEAL £
If you cannot spare time and energy, you can still
help us in our work by making a donation by bank
transfer to:
“Labour Housing Group”, Account number
50478080, Sort code 08-90-06,
Co-operative Bank, PO Box 1AN, Blandford Street,
Newcastle, NE99 1AN.
Of course, you can also send a cheque made
payable to “Labour Housing Group” c/o The
Treasurer, Flat 2, 8 Torrington Park, London
N12 9SS
PLEASE QUOTE “LHG2020 CAMPAIGN”

Ross Houston
Heather Johnson
Paul Martin
Amanda Pinnock
Sheila Spencer
Christopher Worrall (co-opted)

WHAT IS THE LABOUR
HOUSING GROUP?
The Labour Housing Group is a
lobbying group that is affiliated
to the Labour Party and
dedicated to the development
of a socialist housing policy.
You can contact us at
http://labourhousing.org/cont
act and join us at
https://labourhousing.org/me
mbership/
Individuals must be members
of the Labour Party and agree
to be bound by Labour Party
rules and the LHG constitution.

For readers new to housing policy issues,
Labour Housing Group publishes a series of short
guides aimed at a wide readership.
Our six published Briefings
on current topics include
Homelessness, Rough
Sleeping, Affordable
Housing, Private Renting
Sector, Rural Housing
and Leasehold Reform.

BRIEFINGS
AFFORDABLE HOUSING

L

g HG BLH
LHG Briefing
griefin
rieGfiB
ngrief

B
LrHieGfin
PRIVATE RENTING
GB
H
L

RURAL HOUSING

ing

ROUGH SLEEPING

HOMELESSNESS

They can be found at:
https://labourhousing.o
rg/resources/lhgbriefings/
Forthcoming issues will cover,
Right to Buy, Sustainable Homes and Council Homes.
If you would like to contribute, please email our
Policy Officer, Paul Martin at
pauljmartin@clara.co.uk.

Opinions expressed here are not necessarily those
of the Labour Housing Group.
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