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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 
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Key Messages 

 A very significant increase in house building, of all tenures, is required.  The Review’s starting 

point of 200,000 a year by 2020 may well be too low. 

 

 The total 200,000 new homes a year (or more) must include at least 100,000 new social homes: 

 an increase in the social housing stock on this scale is needed to provide good quality 

housing for hard-working people on low to middle incomes at a cost which enables them to 

have a good quality of life 

 welfare reform will not succeed without it.   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 

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

generate economic and social returns indefinitely 

 We won’t get 200,000 homes a year without building 100,000 social properties a year.  

Garden Cities, and other big new settlements or urban extensions will only be deliverable 

and socio-economically sustainable with proportionate levels of social housing development 

 

 “Social housing” must mean housing at rents comparable to traditional social housing rents.   

The ‘affordable rent’ tenure introduced under the current government is not in fact affordable 

for hard-working families, it cannot be financed sustainably by social landlords, and it is poor 

value for money for the taxpayer. 

 

 We can afford 100,000 new social units a year.   Its cost is equivalent to just a few days of 

welfare spending.  Even if the entire £4.5bn a year cost beyond current housing capital had to be 

found within spending totals, it could be accommodated.   In fact, the net impact on public 

spending totals would be significantly reduced by savings on welfare, health and other 

programmes, and the provision of units by private developers through s106.   It would be an 

investment which would carry on producing benefits to the taxpayer and society indefinitely. 

 

 There is a strong case for reclassifying the housing borrowing and spending of local authorities 

outside the core public sector definitions, in line with international practice and the self-

financing business model of social housing. 

  



1. Introduction 

1.1 SHOUT welcomes the decision of the Labour Party to establish the Lyons Housing Review, its 

commitment to building 200,000 homes a year by the end of the next Parliament, and its recognition 

that a robust plan for changes to policy and delivery mechanisms is needed, if this commitment is to 

be met. 

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.   Indeed, it may suggest that, while extremely ambitious by comparison with current 

building, 200,000 new homes is at or below the lower end of the range required. The most recent 

serious review of household projections and housing need suggests the annual ranged needed is 

240-245,0001. 

1.3 Since our campaign focus is social housing, however, the main focus of this submission is on 

the scale of new social housing development required, and how this should be delivered. 

What we mean by ‘social housing’ 

1.4 While there may be a role for social housing landlords to develop housing at rents at or close 

to market rents, we believe that new social housing 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. 

1.5 We would strongly urge the review to advise the Labour Party strongly to avoid any 

temptation to include as part of its plans for building 200,000 homes a year the development of 

properties by social landlords at the ‘affordable rent’ on which the current social housing grant 

programme is based: 

 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 

 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 

 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. 

 

 

                                                           
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 



2. Core Proposition: 100,000 new social units a year 

2.1 We urge the review to include, as a core recommendation, that at least half of the new 

units to be delivered should be social housing, as defined above, ie 100,000 a year by 2020.   We 

suggest this because: 

 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 

 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 

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

generate economic and social returns indefinitely 

 200,000 units a year (or the even higher build rate for which there is very strong evidence) 

can only be delivered if the social housing contribution is on this scale 

Need 

2.2 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.   

 

2.3 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 
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2.4 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. 

2.5 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 

building around 1 million new social homes – that is by sustaining development of 100,000 homes a 

year for 10 years. 

Genuine Welfare Reform 

2.6 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. 

Building a Valuable National Asset 

2.7 £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 2structure, may deliver up to 20 new homes.  If these are built to a good standard, are well 

                                                           
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 
5 English Housing Survey 



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. 

100,000 social homes a year are needed to deliver 200,000 total homes a year 

2.8 As the chart below shows, for almost the whole period since 1946, it is only when social 

house building has been at a rate corresponding to or higher than our proposed 100,000 that total 

house building has been at or above the 200,000 a year, the delivery of which is the subject of the 

Review.   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. 

2.9 In 1983, social house building fell below 50,000 for the first time since 1946.   Since that 

time, private house building reached levels corresponding to its heyday only in 1987 and 1988. Its 

subsequent peak, at the height of the pre-crash boom in 2007, was just over 150,000, and in 15 of 

the last 25 years it has been less than 125,000. The private sector and housing associations have 

been unable to plug the gap left by the decline of council social house building – the private sector 

because their supply is inelastic to demand and housing associations because they have been 

inadequately funded -  and this is the cause of the present housing crisis 

 

Source: CLG 

                                                           
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. 



2.10 We therefore argue that the Review must conclude that total house building could only rise 

to 200,000 a year by the end of this decade if social house building resumes on a scale 

corresponding to the pre 1980 era.   The only other possibility would be radical new policies for 

stimulating private building.   Doubtless proposals for this will emerge in the review process.  

However, experience, under the last Labour Government and the Coalition, suggests to us that 

neither changes to the planning system, nor attempts to stimulate institutional private rented 

development, nor support for mortgage availability are likely to overcome what appear to be very 

entrenched barriers to private building above 150,000 a year, or even, on a sustained basis, above 

125,000 a year. 

3. “But we can’t afford it” 

3.1 We estimate the annual cost of our proposals would £6bn gross or a £4.5bn increase in 

current planned capital spending on new housing (if it were all to be classified as public spending, 

see 3.2 below).  We acknowledge, of course, that the fiscal position during 2015-20 will remain 

highly constrained, but would reject any notion that our proposal is not affordable: 

 As we understand it, the Review is looking at a feasible path to get to the proposed 200,000 

a year total build by 2020.   So the social housing component we propose would likewise be 

building up to 100,000 units/£6bn rather than starting there, over a period in which we 

could hope to assume further economic recovery 

 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 (see 4.15-16 below), 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 health 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 

3.2 There is significant scope to reduce the cost of our proposals as measured in the 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)7.   If that were to happen, up to 

£20bn of the cost of the proposed extra housing over 5 years could be financed, within prudential 

rules, from the very strong HRA balance sheets of local authorities.  Even on more cautious 

estimates of what councils and ALMOs could and would in practice do, 12,000 homes a year could 

be financed without recourse to measured public spending in this way8. 

4. Response to Questions in the Call for Evidence 

Land 

4.1 The availability and cost of sites will be a central issue in securing the very significant 

increase in social housing supply for which we are campaigning.    This will involve ensuring: 

 the planning system makes available sufficient land for development 

 land is in practice made available at a cost which makes social housing development viable. 

 

4.2 The first of these, in particular, requires sustained public and political advocacy and 

leadership to redress widespread public misconceptions that England is already highly developed 

and new housing development at scale would have an unacceptable impact on the countryside, 

including valued and protected areas.  In fact, most commentators agree that only 10 percent of 

England is developed and that the actual footprint of residential buildings occupies just 1.3 percent 

of England’s total land mass. 44 percent of England is protected via green belts, national parks, areas 

of outstanding natural beauty and sites of special scientific interest, but 46 percent has no statutory 

protection. It has been estimated that building 3 million homes on green field sites would increase 

the built up areas of England from the current 10 percent to just 10.7 percent.  

Investment in housing and associated infrastructure 

4.3 The Review call for evidence is right to identify the Housing Revenue Account as a key 

element in financing and delivering more social housing supply.   However, we see the main barrier 

in current arrangements as being less “an overly bureaucratic structure” (in fact, the reforms which 

took effect in April 2012 enable councils to plan and manage their housing into the long term in a 

sound and conceptually simple way similar to other large landlords), but the borrowing limits 

currently in force under the 2011 Localism Act. 

4.4 If, as we argue at 3.2 above, council and ALMO housing borrowing and spending should not 

be classified to the public sector, any argument for these borrowing limits would fall away.   Council 

and ALMO housing borrowing would still be subject to the local authority prudential borrowing 

framework which now has a very well established track record of ensuring that councils manage 

borrowing appropriately and carefully. 

4.5 However, even if there is no change in public expenditure classification, we would still argue 

for a phased relaxation of the borrowing caps towards levels of borrowing consistent with the 

prudential framework.   This would enable councils and ALMOs to undertake significantly more 

housing development themselves or in partnership with housing associations.  As part of a mixed 

social housing economy alongside increased grant for housing associations, this would help deliver 

                                                           
7 The case for making this change is set out in detail in: 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 
8 John Perry for National Association of ALMOs (footnote 5) 



the increased output of new social housing which we propose cost-effectively, for example by 

enabling and incentivising councils to release sites already in their HRA or general ownership. 

4.6 Even on cautious assumptions, either of these changes would support the delivery of 60,000 

additional homes over 5 years. 

4.7 We also suggest that those councils who are no longer landlords following stock transfer 

should be allowed and incentivised to re-establish a Housing Revenue Account, provided they endow 

it with significant land or other assets, and avoid duplication with the transfer housing association 

via a leasing and management agreement with it. 

The role of a new generation of New Towns and Garden Cities 

4.8 We agree that an expansion of housing development on the scale which the Review is 

examining will require, to a significant extent, the development of planned new settlements or 

major extensions to existing settlements.   If our argument that a national target of 200,000 homes a 

year can only be achieved via a target for social housing of 100,000 a year is correct, it follows that a 

very high proportion of the new housing in most, if not all, such new settlements will need to be 

social housing. 

4.9 Private developers are likely to be more confident in committing to new settlements or 

extensions for which there is also a very high committed and planned volume of social development.    

Indeed, there would be significant opportunities for economies of scale in the provision of 

infrastructure and procurement of construction partners if social and private building occurs in 

tandem. 

4.10 The development of significant new housing in new settlements and extensions would be an 

opportunity to learn lessons about the location and management of new social and private housing.   

For example, depending on the location and other local factors, it could allow for development of 

mixed tenure communities, in which social and private units are co-located in the same streets and 

blocks.   Social landlords could play a part in ensuring the good management and sustainability of the 

whole new community by providing, for example, the maintenance of blocks of flats, access, parking 

and open space across tenure.  

A new “right to grow” 

4.11 We agree with the premise of the “right to grow”, that the boundaries of many urban 

authorities mean that there must be expansion into the territory of surrounding suburban and rural 

authorities. The planning mechanisms which would be needed to ensure a connected view was 

taken about future housing requirements and land allocation across a travel to work area would also 

need to ensure that the scale of need for social housing was properly estimated, and provision made 

for it through appropriate s106 policies and site allocation for development funded through social 

landlords. 

4.12 These planning mechanisms would need to ensure that decisions on how new social housing 

were allocated between authorities in the “right to grow” area were based on objective evidence of 

need and appropriate location, avoiding excessive concentration of social and private housing in 

different areas, to the detriment of community cohesion and sustainability. 

Share the benefits of development with local communities 

4.13 We agree that one factor in opposition by existing residents to new housing can be a 

perception that it is unlikely to be available for them or people they know.   We argue that, in many 



locations, planning for significant volumes of additional social housing will help make the case for 

development generally, especially if councils emphasise, through their advocacy of development and 

their social housing allocations policies, that a significant proportion of the new housing will go to 

local working people currently priced out of owner-occupation and forced to pay very high private 

rents. 

4.14 We would acknowledge, however, that for many residents, especially established owner-

occupiers who perceive themselves to be happy with their home and community as it is, significant 

development of social housing nearby will be seen as a threat, to house prices and quality of life, 

because of perceptions about likely increased crime and anti-social behaviour, for example.   The 

extent to which this component of the local existing population is likely to be persuadable is, in our 

view, limited.   It is therefore vital that advocates for new development – councils, social landlords, 

business, and civil society groups concerned with housing and poverty – become more active and 

successful in mobilising other sections of local opinion, like younger residents currently affected by 

the high cost and often poor quality of alternatives, to support the case for development. 

4.15 Following the 2008 financial crisis, the private development industry has argued to national 

government, and individual planning authorities, that previous assumptions about the level of 

affordable housing which can be developed while maintaining viability need significantly to be 

revised down.   This has led central government to take steps to encourage planning authorities to 

moderate policies and accommodate lower levels of affordable housing in individual developments. 

Now that land and house prices are again rising strongly across the country, and very strongly in the 

parts where housing is in highest demand, it is vital that policy and practice move back to strong 

policies in local plans, and their enforcement, unless there are very clear site-specific arguments that 

policy requirements are not deliverable. 

4.16 We suggest specifically: 

 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 

 national policy should continue to maintain a strong presumption in favour of on-site 

delivery.   This is important both because it means additional social units are delivered 

directly through individual private developments, rather than through financial contributions 

being routed through planning authorities, who then have to find social developers and land 

to deliver the housing, and to bring about mixed communities.   However, there should be 

flexibility for planning authorities to set a local policy basis for accepting off-site delivery or 

commuted sums, for example where the range of land values and house prices within an 

authority’s area is exceptionally wide, and off-site delivery would result in significantly more 

additional social housing units 

 the repeal of the special appeal process enacted by the 2013 Growth and Enterprise Act 

 funding a national centre of excellence (for example located in the LGA’s Planning Advisory 

Service) to develop the knowledge and capability of local planning authorities in setting 

appropriate policies and defending them in relation to specific applications 


