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About SHOUT 

SHOUT – Social HOusing Under Threat – is a recently-formed, politically non-aligned, campaign, whose 

key aims are to: 

 stem the loss of social housing 

 press for a sensible grant system that will allow the construction of new social housing 

Our key demands are: 

 Adequate grant funding must be made available in order that social housing can be provided to a 
standard and scale that makes a difference to the nation’s housing needs. This will help to control 
levels of debt and keep rents at affordable levels, helping to reduce the housing benefit bill and 
saving money for the taxpayer in the long run 

 HRA borrowing caps should be removed or raised significantly, giving local authorities the 
freedom to build new social housing 

 The government should set a target of surplus public land to be made available for social 
housing at low cost 

 Any new town or garden city programme should contain a significant amount of social housing 

 Social housing should be properly regulated to encourage high quality management with tenants 
involved to the degree they choose 

 Social housing rents should continue to be based upon an affordability formula 

 The “Affordable Rent” product should not be described as “social housing”. This description is 
misleading and contradicts the government’s own definition. 

 The “Affordable Rent” programme, in its present format, should be wound down in favour of a 
social housing programme 

 Land and supply issues must be addressed by any future government in order to drive down the 
overall cost of housing provision 

 Social housing should be viewed as a tenure of equal status to others. It meets needs that other 
tenures cannot fulfil and is a tenure of choice for millions of people. This choice should be 
recognised and supported 

 The loss of social housing through right to buy, voluntary sales and conversions to “Affordable 
Rent” should end, unless there is a like for like replacement 

 The stigmatisation and demonisation of social housing and the people who live in it should end 

 Registered providers should refuse to sign up to the “Affordable Rent” programme in its present 
format 

 
Facebook: www.facebook.com/pages/SHOUT-The-Campaign-for-Social-Housing/584137758345466 
Twitter: @4socialhousing 
 
Contact for further information:  Colin Wiles colin@wilesconsulting.co.uk 07902 480269 or Martin 
Wheatley martinwheatley10@virginmedia.com 07722 997246 

 

  

http://www.facebook.com/pages/SHOUT-The-Campaign-for-Social-Housing/584137758345466
https://twitter.com/4socialhousing
mailto:colin@wilesconsulting.co.uk
mailto:martinwheatley10@virginmedia.com


 

 

Key Messages 

 From the late 40s to the early 80s, large scale council and private sector development together 

achieved very high completion rates compared with the last 30 years 

 Renewed large scale development of social housing by councils is a vital part of achieving the 

increase in completions needed to meet the nation’s housing need 

 A significant expansion in social housing supply is needed to meet the needs of middle to lower 

income households, to support welfare reform and to create a hugely valuable permanent 

national asset 

 The ‘affordable rent’ model is very poor value for money, and additional social housing should 

very predominantly, if not wholly, be delivered at traditional social rents 

 The HRA borrowing limits should be removed, or significantly relaxed, allowing councils to 

develop new properties according to sound locally-designed asset management plans 

 The framework for replacement of right to buy properties should be reviewed to ensure 

properties are actually replaced on a like-for-like basis, in the areas where they are sold 

 Government should convey a consistent message that Green Belt boundaries can and should be 

reviewed in order that Local Plans meet the requirements in the NPPF for planning for 

affordable housing and other tenures 

 National policy on s106 for affordable housing should be strengthened, in the light of the strong 

recovery in market house prices 

 The credit for social housing in the New Homes Bonus should be increased 

 Councils should be enabled to play a stronger role in identifying suitable public sector land for 

housing development 

 There is no need for ‘innovation’ in the development of housing by councils.   The traditional 

financing and development model is sound and good value for money. 

  



 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 SHOUT welcomes the establishment by the government of the local authority housing 

supply review, and the recognition it has shown to the role of councils in meeting housing needs.   

1.2 We believe that a very significant step increase in homebuilding, in all tenures, is vital for the 

future economic and social future of this country.   The evidence that the total amount of new 

housing development in this country has been inadequate, for at least the last quarter century, is 

overwhelming.   The most recent serious review of household projections and housing need suggests 

the annual range needed is 240-245,0001, with current delivery running well below half that rate. 

1.3 Councils have, of course, a variety of important roles in housing supply, notably through 

their planning responsibilities and other ways they support private and social housing development. 

However, because our campaign is focused on social housing, this submission concentrates in ways 

councils could develop significantly more social housing, and on the national policy changes which 

are needed to enable that. 

Historical context 

1.4 As the chart below shows, for nearly 40 years from the late 1940s, total housebuilding in 

England averaged well over 200,000 units a year.   Local authority building was an essential part of 

achieving that, running at over 100,000 a year over much the same period.    By contrast, during 

each of the three decades since, there has been little or no council housing development, housing 

association development has not made up more than a fraction of the shortfall, and total housing 

development has declined so that, over the last 10 years, it has been running around half the typical 

rates of the 50s, 60s and 70s.  During that time, high rates of private and social completion went 

hand in hand.  In only two years, 1979 and 1980, did total completions exceed 200,000 when social 

completions were less than 100,000.   During the post-war heyday of private building, from 1960 to 

1973, social building was never significantly below 100,000 a year and ranged up to 160,000. 

                                                           
1 New estimates of housing demand and need in England, 2011 to 2031, Alan Holmans, Town and Country 
Planning Tomorrow Paper Series 16, September 2013 



 

 

 

Source: CLG 

1.5 The review is an opportunity for the development of a policy approach in which renewed 

large scale development by councils of social housing will make a very significant contribution to the 

development of new housing on the scale now needed, alongside private and housing association 

development. 

The case for social housing 

1.6 There is an overwhelming case for a very significant expansion in social housing 

development, to the region of 100,000 units a year out of the 200-250,000 units needed in total: 

i. There is very strong evidence that an increase in the social housing stock on this scale is 

needed, in particular to provide good quality housing for working people on low to middle 

incomes at a cost which enables them to have a good quality of life 

ii. As such, it would be a massive contribution to genuine welfare reform.   It would 

significantly increase the extent to which work pays, remove the need for many households 

to claim welfare benefit, and reduce the costs of welfare for others 

iii. Developing new housing on this scale will create a hugely valuable national asset, which will 

generate economic and social returns indefinitely 

 

i Need 

1.7 Two of the most significant economic trends of the last decade or so have been (at best 

broadly static) real earnings and increasing house prices and rents, even allowing for the significant 

correction in house prices after 2008.   



 

 

 

1.8 Since 2008, lenders have also adopted very much more cautious policies on mortgage 

lending.   This combination of factors means: 

 households which previously could have afforded owner-occupation can no longer do so 

 (because social housing availability has remained so constrained) the only option for many 

low to middle income working households is the private rented sector, at rents which have 

been increasing rapidly in real terms 

1.9 As a result, analysis by the Resolution Foundation2 concludes, on 2011 data3 that 1.3 million 

low/middle income households face housing costs more than 35 per cent of household income – 

nearly all of them private renters or owner-occupiers.  Over the last 10 years, the proportion of 

people under 35 renting privately has increased from under 30 per cent to over 50 per cent, while 

the proportion in social rented housing has declined slightly.  In half of local authorities, a couple 

with one child, earning £19,000 a year, and living in a two bed home would face housing costs more 

than 35 per cent of household income.   In a third of local authorities, a couple earning £22,000 a 

year would face similar excess housing costs.  In 16 per cent of local authorities, even a couple 

earning £28,000 a year would face similar excess housing costs.  Over the last four years, the number 

of households accepted as homeless because of the breakdown of a private sector tenancy has more 

than tripled, accounting for almost all the rise in homelessness over that period4. 

1.10 Unless the cost of private renting, or the price of housing for purchase fall very significantly 

(neither of which appears likely in the near term, even if the rate of housing development increases), 

only social housing (on the traditional definition) can offer households in this group good quality 

housing at a price which also enables them to enjoy a decent quality of life.  Allowing for around 

100,000 households with excess housing costs already in the social rented sector, and the likelihood 

that shared ownership and an expanded supply of institutionally-financed renting could offer 

suitable options for a further 200,000 households, this level of need can only be tackled through 

                                                           
2 Home Truths: How affordable is housing for Britain’s ordinary working families? Resolution Foundation, July 
2013 
3 So, with continued depressed earnings and accelerating housing costs since 2011, the estimates we quote are 
likely to be understatements of the current position. 
4 CLG Homelessness Statistics 
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building around 1 million new social homes – that is by sustaining development of 100,000 homes a 

year for 10 years. 

ii Genuine Welfare Reform 

1.11 There is a political consensus that work should pay, and that the number of households 

dependent on welfare benefits and the cost of welfare should be reduced.   The current cost of 

housing, in the private rented sector especially, is a massive barrier to achieving this.    Under 

current housing policies, virtually no housing is being developed for social rent, development by 

social landlords is at near-market rents (and typically requires the conversion of current social rent 

properties to that level), and remaining need (it is assumed) will be met by the private rented sector.  

These policies are frustrating genuine welfare reform because more households need to claim 

welfare benefit support with their housing costs, at massive cost to the Exchequer, and the work 

incentives of many in- and out-of-work households are significantly reduced. Between 2008-09 and 

2011-12, the number of private renting households receiving housing benefit rose from 600,000 to 

nearly a million5.  Our proposals would start to reverse this perverse conflict between housing policy 

and welfare reform. 

iii Building a Valuable National Asset 

1.12 £1 million spent on welfare may meet immediate needs, but secures no long term public 

benefit.  £1 million invested in new social housing, depending on the location, size of housing, and 

financing structure, may deliver up to 20 new homes.  If these are built to a good standard, are well 

maintained, and renewed periodically, they become a (virtually) permanent public asset6.  They 

continue to secure in perpetuity significant societal benefits, including reduced welfare dependency, 

a reduction in the negative consequences of poverty for health, and the welfare and future 

prospects of children.   As the debt incurred to finance them is repaid, their social landlord owner is 

able to finance further development or renewal of their stock. 

What we mean by ‘social housing’ 

1.13 While there may be a role for councils and other social housing landlords to develop some 

housing at rents at or close to market rents, for part-ownership and for market sale, we believe that 

new council development should very predominantly be at rents comparable to traditional social 

housing rents, ie consistent with the guideline target rents determined through the national rent 

regime. 

1.14 We would strongly argue against development of council housing at on the new ‘affordable’ 

definition: 

 In higher cost areas of the country, ‘affordable rent’ is not, in fact, affordable, even to hard-

working people and families.  It involves the payment of much higher levels of housing 

benefit, resulting in very high marginal withdrawal rates and worsened work incentives 

 Under the current investment model, not only is nearly all new development by social 

landlords at the ‘affordable’ (in fact, not affordable) level, but landlords are typically 

required to convert existing properties to the higher rent levels, further eroding the stock of 

housing within the means of low income households 

                                                           
5 English Housing Survey 
6 By ‘public asset’, we mean both properties in council ownership and housing association properties, which, 
while formally in the private sector, belong to social businesses with a commitment to public benefit, and 
regulated to maintain that. 



 

 

 Development for ‘affordable rent’ is placing the balance sheets of social landlords who are 

developing it under severe strain.   Even if it were not a very unsatisfactory product for 

residents, social landlords would not be able to continue to build it at current rates.   The 

widespread adoption of the model by councils would have similar implications for balance 

sheet capacity and risk 

 It is poor value for money for the taxpayer.  It entails a shift in the balance of public spending 

from investing in a valuable asset, which will generate economic and social value 

indefinitely, to recurring current spending through the welfare system, with no ongoing 

benefit to society. 

 

2. Responses to Key Themes in the Call for Evidence 

 

Question 1: What are the experiences of stock owning councils in using the flexibility under the 

Housing Revenue Account to build new council homes? What challenges were encountered and 

how were they overcome? What further changes might be introduced to encourage stock owning 

councils to use their flexibilities to build council homes?  

 

Question 2: To what extent are non-stock owning councils interested in building 

council houses? What challenges might be preventing non stock owning councils from building 

council homes? 

 

2.1 We strongly welcome and support the current Government’s decision to enact HRA self-

financing in the Localism Act and implement it from April 2012.    By placing all councils in a 

sustainable debt position, and removing the uncertainty created by annual determinations, this 

reform has enabled councils to make well-based long term business and asset management plans, 

including planning for sustained programmes of new development. In some cases, this has already 

unlocked ambitious long term development programmes, for example Southwark Council’s plans to 

develop 10,000 new homes7. 

 

Controls on HRA borrowing 

 

2.2 The principal obstacle preventing stock-holding councils from building new homes in far 

greater numbers is the maintenance by government of direct controls over the level of HRA 

borrowing, well below the levels which the strength of councils’ housing balance sheets would 

prudently allow them to undertake.  This is in contrast to councils’ general borrowing, which is 

managed by councils themselves in accordance with the CIPFA Prudential Code, without a single 

instance thus far of a council undertaking excessive borrowing.  If anything, housing borrowing 

should incur even lower risks, since it is used to create assets with a significant market value and 

generating the income required for their management and maintenance, and debt service. 

 

2.3 This will remain the case, even once the increase of £300m in borrowing limits announced in 

Autumn Statement 2013 has been put into effect.  Accessing this additional borrowing also 

unhelpfully comes with strings attached, in terms of requirements for development at ‘affordable 

                                                           
7 Council bucks national trend and promises vast increase in number of council houses, Southwark Council, July 
2013 
http://www.southwark.gov.uk/news/article/1301/council_bucks_national_trend_and_promises_vast_increas
e_in_number_of_council_houses  

http://www.southwark.gov.uk/news/article/1301/council_bucks_national_trend_and_promises_vast_increase_in_number_of_council_houses
http://www.southwark.gov.uk/news/article/1301/council_bucks_national_trend_and_promises_vast_increase_in_number_of_council_houses


 

 

rents’, and imposing a central government view about disposals of higher value properties.   These 

run counter to the intention of the self-financing reform, which was that landlords would decide for 

themselves how to manage and prioritise investment in the interests of local residents, subject to 

maintaining a sound financial position. 

 

2.4 Even on very cautious assumptions about the speed and ambition of councils’ reactions to 

such a change, allowing councils to determine prudent levels of HRA borrowing for themselves could 

support the development of up to 60,000 new homes over a five year period8. 

 

2.5 Borrowing limits could be abolished without affecting the core public spending totals if the 

UK followed practice in the rest of Europe and reclassified local authority (including ALMO) housing 

spending and borrowing outside the core public sector.   The key argument for this is that, unlike any 

other major local authority activity, the provision of social housing is a self-financing trading activity 

providing goods and services are also provided by the private sector (including, for these purposes, 

housing associations)9. 

 

2.6 However, even without changing accounting definitions, such an increase in borrowing and 

spending is wholly affordable within government spending plans: 

 a phased increase in capital investment on housing to the level we propose, over the course 

of a Parliament, is well within what is achievable, if it has the required level of political 

priority.    It is well under 1 per cent of planned 2013-14 public spending; the equivalent of 

less than 1p on income tax, or just 13 days of welfare spending; and less than 15 per cent of 

the planned cost of HS2 

 our proposal is for investment in assets whose management, maintenance, renewal and 

associated debt service will be paid for by rental income.  It is therefore completely different 

in character from welfare or other current government spending, or even investment in 

other assets and infrastructure like roads, schools or hospitals, all of which require 

significant ongoing public spending 

 if private house building also increases from current levels, and with appropriate policies for 

ensuring that it contributes to social supply through s106, a proportion of the total cost will 

be met by the private sector 

 it will deliver ongoing savings which will significantly offset its cost – direct, measurable, 

savings in housing benefit or the housing component of universal credit, because social rents 

are so much lower than private or ‘affordable’ rents, and indirect benefits including 

improved work incentives, and improved health because households with less constrained 

budgets eat more healthily and heat their homes to a healthy temperature 

 at least as much as other kinds of government capital expenditure, significant benefits will 

accrue to the public purse from higher employment and business activity in construction and 

the supply chain 

2.7 Indeed, artificially and unnecessarily constraining council investment in new social housing is 

extremely poor value for money.   Each additional social housing unit built yields significant savings 

in housing benefit or the housing component of universal credit, and improves work incentives by 

reducing the range of income subject to high marginal withdrawal rates.   Once debt associated with 

                                                           
8 Treating council housing fairly: How changed borrowing rules can help build more homes and boost the 
economy, John Perry for National Association of ALMOs, November 2013 
9 John Perry for National Association of ALMOs, November 2013 (footnote 10) 



 

 

the property is paid off, it will continue to secure these benefits, and will start building up a surplus 

which can be used to support further borrowing for additional new development or renewal. 

2.8 We would support allowing those councils whose former housing stock has been transferred 

to re-establish a Housing Revenue Account, provided they endow it with significant land or other 

assets.   Especially in areas where the balance sheets of the transfer and other housing associations 

are constrained, this could enable the development of more social housing.   We would presume the 

additional housing would typically be developed, managed and maintained by an existing social 

landlord (another council, ALMO or a housing association) under a leasing and management 

agreement. 

Replacement of Right to Buy properties 

2.9 While the Government’s stated intention is that properties sold under Right to Buy should 

be replaced on a one for one basis, there are flaws in current policy which are preventing this from 

happening: 

 the requirement for replacement properties to be at ‘affordable rent’.  See 1.14 above for 

our arguments about the poor value for money of affordable rent  

 councils cannot use more than 30% of the receipt to fund replacement.   This is not sufficient 

in many areas, certainly to replace larger units with new ones of similar size 

 in some cases, councils’ HRA borrowing limits may also hinder replacement 

2.10 We would argue strongly for strengthening policy on one for one replacement, to ensure 

units are replaced in the areas in which they are sold with properties at traditional social rent.  This 

would involve some combination of: 

 allowing councils to set discount rates at a level which ensures receipts cover a higher 

proportion of replacement cost 

 allowing councils to use as much of the receipt as they need to provide for replacement 

 abolishing or relaxing borrowing limits 

Question 3: How could Government support local authorities that want to do more to deliver new 

housing? Are there challenges that could be made easier?  

Question 4: To what extent are councils actively valuing, assessing stock condition/ cost, or 

otherwise managing their asset portfolio to support new developments?  

Question 5: How are councils using their own land to support house building by themselves or with 

others? What more might be done to bring surplus/ redundant land back into use? 

[We recognise that, through their planning function, and through enabling activity, councils have an 

vital part to play in the delivery of owner-occupied and private rented housing.   But the response 

below to these questions is confined to our focus of interest, social housing.] 

Planning 

2.11 We support the emphasis in the National Planning Policy Statement on identifying need for 

social housing and planning for its development.   We would suggest, however, that planning policy 

and guidance could be improved further, as follows: 

 recent government statements have been unnecessarily discouraging about reviewing Green 

Belt boundaries where there is a strong case this is necessary to ensure a Local Plan meets NPPF 



 

 

requirements on planning robustly for housing demand and need, for all tenures10.  We suggest, 

instead, that the Government should make it clear that Local Planning Authorities are free to 

include revisions of Green Belt boundaries in Local Plans where this would enable them to 

ensure a viable land supply to meet local housing need in sustainable locations, and where the 

land in question is not of conservation or amenity value 

 the current strength of demand for housing means there is little credibility in the proposition 

that appropriate s106 requirements for social housing need to be reduced or waived.   Indeed, 

there is a strong argument for reinforcing policy further.  We therefore suggest: repealing the 

special appeal process enacted by the 2013 Growth and Enterprise Act; strengthening the 

national policy basis for affordable housing requirements set out in the National Planning Policy 

Framework, guiding planning authorities to set s106 requirements to meet the maximum level 

of need achievable at current local development values, and to maintain the evidence base they 

need to set and revise such requirements, and justify them to developers; and providing 

additional expertise to authorities in setting and maintaining s106 requirements via the Planning 

Advisory Service 

Local authority finance 

2.12 The New Homes Bonus provides an important additional incentive for councils to support 

housing development, and it is appropriate that additional credit is given for social housing, because 

of the economic and social value it generates.  We propose increasing the credit given for housing 

development at traditional social rents, ie not ‘affordable rent’ housing. 

 

Land 

 

2.13 Councils are not the only owners of land assets potentially developable for housing in their 

areas.  Indeed, to varying extents, it is often other public sector bodies which own such assets, 

including central government departments and agencies, and the NHS.   Often there is a strong case 

for pulling together sites in different public sector ownership to create a single, more viable, 

development propositions. Successive attempts to ensure the public sector pulls together through 

mechanisms at national level involving HCA and others have met with limited success, at best. 

We therefore suggest a new statutory framework for public sector land which enables councils, 

individually or in combination across a housing market area to: identify developable public sector 

land; develop a strategy for bringing sites to development; and implement that strategy, with all 

public sector owners having a duty to have regard for the local strategy.   Priority should be given in 

local strategies to land for social housing. 

 

Question 6: How are councils using their capacity and skills to support locally-led larger 

development? How are councils assessing housing needs and working to include the needs and 

wants of communities when considering housing developments? How might councils tap into the 

skills or capacity from development partners, particularly in larger scale developments?  

 

No comment. 

 

                                                           
10 See, for example, WMS of 17 January 2014, HC Deb 17 Jan 2014 c35WS, and letter from Nick Boles MP to Sir 
Michael Pitt of 3 March 2014 



 

 

Question 7: What innovative finance mechanisms have councils used to support housing 

developments? How were risks identified and shared, and challenges overcome in utilising 

innovative finance models? What other factors would need to be in place to ensure success?  

 

Question 8: What innovative finance mechanisms are used in funding private sector housing 

development? To what extent could these mechanisms be replicated or extended/ improved to 

help secure investment for local authority-led housing developments? What could Government do 

to better support such innovation? 

 

2.14 The traditional social housing development and asset management model has many 

advantages: 

  it is conceptually straightforward and involves only the developing landlord, lenders and 

residents, minimising risk and transaction costs 

 Local authority landlords can borrow at public sector rates, and housing association 

landlords at rates which are extremely low by private sector standards 

2.15 Moving away from this model may reduce or eliminate the need for public sector 

investment, but inevitably incurs costs.   For example: 

 Developing a given number of units as a mixed tenure scheme in which market sale and rent 

units cross-subsidise social units means there are fewer new social units than there would 

be in the traditional model.   This means the public sector will continue to incur the higher 

welfare benefit costs of maintaining low income households in private renting 

 Developing units for occupation by lower income households at private or intermediate 

rents also means the public sector will continue to incur the higher welfare benefit costs 

associated with higher rents 

 In both cases, the costs to the welfare system are not just the direct costs associated with 

higher rents, but indirect costs, notably weakened work incentives as a result of high 

withdrawal rates applying across a greater range of income 

2.16 It is sometimes argued that the private sector can bring benefits in terms of risk transfer and 

expertise to major capital projects.   Even if this is true in relation to other kinds of projects, it surely 

does not apply in relation to social housing, which is an intrinsically very low risk asset, and expertise 

in developing and managing it is concentrated in the sector itself. 

Question 9: How have local authorities improved the efficiency of their management and 

development of social housing? How does the cost of local authority and private sector-led 

housing development compare? How is value for money assessed for housing developments? How 

might councils reduce the costs of and improve value for money in housing developments?  

Question 10: How easy have you found it to locate details about local authorities’ housing/ land 

assets? Did this help to support housing development? 

No comment. 

 


