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Introduction
It has become something of a cliché to summarise the wide and complex range of
issues facing the housing market as ‘we need more houses’. That mantra is echoed by a
wide range of people involved in this debate.
The mantra comes from seeing things through a non-devolved lens. In many parts of
England, the housing market has seen prices rise to such an extent that many young
people will never have realistic aspirations of owning their own homes regardless of
their career choice. On the other hand, the UK government faces the dilemma that
the policies needed to bring prices down to a reasonable level in those areas would
risk creating millions of households trapped in negative equity and could possibly
fuel a second financial crisis. The status quo for the English housing market is thus
dysfunctional but a problem unlikely to be resolved soon.
So instead of being a call to action, ‘we need more housing’, has enabled developers to
lobby for watering down planning restrictions, lighten building regulations, and cutback
on obligations in section 106 agreements. Local communities who have protested about
these plans, and occasionally won concessions within developments, have then seen
those protests and concessions cited as examples of bureaucracy and expense for
developers that prevents more housing being delivered. The belief that more supply
solves the problems is an example of ‘trickle down’ thinking: if enough new 3 or 4
bedroom housing developments are built on greenfield sites, with a small or negligible
percentage of social housing negotiated with developers, prices will come crashing
down and create a chain of events that will free up smaller properties and smooth out
the market. This won’t meet the needs of Wales and risks leaving our communities with
many long term problems.
This paper will not attempt to provide solutions to housing problems in another country.
The problems facing housing in Wales are different to the problems in England and
require different solutions. More supply of housing, particularly social housing, will be
required. But just planning large new estates of new build developments is going to
address the more fundamental issues with housing supply that need to be addressed.
Instead we are proposing a partnership approach that aims to plan developments in a
more holistic and sustainable manner that will supply more social housing and better
quality housing, based on the principle of local need.
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Section 1. Future Housing Supply –
sources and types of housing to
meet demands

Section 1. Future Housing Supply – sources and
types of housing to meet demands
Projections for housing need
Local Authorities are mainly responsible for making planning decisions in their areas.
These decisions are made on the basis of a document entitled a Local Development
Plan (LDP). When planning applications are submitted by individuals or organisations,
this is the document that is the most important when a committee stipulates whether or
not those applications should be approved.
The Local Development Plan has to outline the number of houses required in an area
over a period of 10 to 15 years. Numerous sources can be used to this end. The starting
point is the population projections published by the Welsh Government – projections
that forecast how the population of each county will change in coming years. There has
also been a legal requirement for Local Authorities to demonstrate a five year supply for
housing. Failure to provide for this supply can be potentially used by a developer as a
reason to build anywhere.
LDPs and Planning have attracted numerous criticisms and complaints from local
communities over the years, many of which are justified. This paper will explore some
of those issues throughout. Lying behind many of the problems has official population
projections. These have been to justify the mantra that ‘we need more houses’.
A Public Policy Institute for Wales (PPIW) report in the future need and demand for
housing, predicts that between 2011 and 2031 an estimated that an additional 174,000
‘units’ (houses or flats) will be needed, or 8,700 a year. Of these, 63% would be in the
market sector (5,500 a year, 109,000 over the period), and 37% in the social sector
(3,300 a year, 65,000 over the period).1
This is based on the ‘principle projection’ which is based on data for the rate of
household formation between 2001 and 2011. However, this period saw a lower than
expected trend of household formation. Therefore if the trend returns to the previous
period, the housing projections become higher. The alternative higher projection leads
to a higher estimate of need and demand: 240,000 units over the period, or 12,000
a year; of which 65% would be in the market sector (7,800 a year, 156,000 over the
period) and 35% in the social sector (4,200 a year, 84,000 over the period).
The PPIW warn that to meet these needs will require a rate of house building ‘not seen
for almost 20 years’.
It is projections such as these that lead many to conclude that we must build more
houses.
But what is the gap between what these projections say Wales needs and what we are
already doing?

1

See https://sites.cardiff.ac.uk/ppiw/files/2015/10/Future-Need-and-Demand-for-Housing-in-Wales.pdf
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Existing stock and supply2
Private ownership/Market Sector
The number of owner occupied homes over the past 18 years has ranged from 940k to
1 million. It is currently 990k. There has not been a massive increase or decrease in the
privately owned stock. When it comes to new house building, the number of new homes
in the private sector completed each year is shown in the graph below.

The graph shows that there has been a decline in the number of units completed since
the year 2006-, from almost 9000 to 4500 in 2010-11. There has since been a small
recovery in the rates of house building. This can be explained by the financial crash
causing a halt to construction (rather than for example planning rules being too strict).
In the ten years prior to 2006 there had been a steady increase in the number of new
units being built, as compared to the dip seen in the early 1990s (when, again, there was
a recession). In fact, the graph largely illustrates that housing units completed each year
have followed wider economic performance. The most recent decade’s dip and slow
recovery reflects this. This contradicts some of the arguments put forward by industry
spokespeople who say strict planning regulations, red tape or other barriers are the
causes of fewer houses being built.

2

All stats in this section taken from stats wales
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Social Housing/Social Sector
It is in the social and private rented sector where there have been significant changes
to the overall stock. The graph below shows the number of social, local authority and
private rented sector homes over the past 18 years.

It shows that over this period the number of rented homes has more than doubled. The
number of homes owned by registered social landlords has almost trebled. This has
largely been because of the transfer of housing stock from Local Authorities to social
landlords, rather than an increase in supply, as the next graph shows.
This graph shows that the supply of new units of social housing remains lower than
it was in the 1990s, most of the 1980s, and substantially lower than the second part
of the 1970s (which is as far back as the statistics date). This reflects the policies of
governments and their willingness to invest in new Social Housing over the period.
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Conclusions
When the PPIW and others make housing projections for the future, and note the gaps
between current rates of house building and their projections, they rightly conclude a
supply gap. It’s important to be clear however what that supply gap is. The table below
compares the annual projections made with the past 20 year averages to examine this
gap
Principle Projection

Higher estimates

Average supply
1997 to 2007

Average supply
2007 to 2017

Market sector 5,500

7,800

7591

5573

Social Sector

4,200

825

850

3,300

This table shows that:
· Current rates of private sector completions will be enough to meet the principle
projections of population growth, but not enough to meet the higher estimates.
·

However, if the rate of private sector completions returns to the 1997 to 2007
average (which is likely if economic performance improves), then the rate will be
enough to meet even those higher estimates
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·

Average supply of social housing is far from enough to meet the projections outlined
in either the principle projection or the higher estimates.

·

It is not the case therefore that we need to return to the rates of house building not
seen for ‘almost 20 years’ in the private sector.

·

It is the case that we need to return to the rates of house building not seen for
almost 20 years (and actually not seen since the late 1970s and early 1980s) when it
comes to the social sector.

·

Therefore, discussions of housing policy should focus on strengthening supply in
the social sector, rather than making it easier for increased private sector building
through relaxing planning laws or de-regulation.
Consultation Questions:
1. Do you agree that the focus of Welsh Government Housing Policy should be on
promoting an increased supply of Social Housing?
2. Do you think there should be additional government efforts to increase the
rate of supply of homes for the private sector?
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Why NIMBYISM is not inevitable
There is a perception that whenever a housing development is proposed, there will be
local opposition regardless of the merits of the proposal. This is commonly ascribed
to ‘NIMBYISM’ (not in my back yard). It is often given as a reason to water down the
planning rules to reduce the rights of local communities to object to developments.
Plaid Cymru has been accused of hypocrisy when we have accepted in accepting the
need for more (social) housing whilst opposing LDPs and large developments locally.
Such a view neglects the reasons as to why such developments are opposed. It returns
to the myth that building more housing everywhere will solve the problems and trickle
down. But solving housing shortages in the social sector will not be addressed through
this approach. With all development, there are several questions that must be asked
when considering whether it contributes to the wider social objectives that are trying to
be realised.
Where is the housing going to be?
It’s no accident that the TV show is called ‘location, location, location’. Housing
developments in good locations are sought after. People want to live in desirable
locations. The communities in such locations are seen as positive nurturing
environments for young children and families. Housing developments in poor locations
will quickly end up as estates filled with empty homes. There is always the temptation
for challenging families to be located out of sight. They are where the worst practices
of the private rented sector will be found. These poor locations are also likely to be
characterised by poor transport links, fewer job opportunities and a lack of local public
services.
Wales has several of these types of estates, where people’s experiences of living in
them are made worse by a combination of geography, poor transport links to larger
towns and historic under-investment in public services. We will not name them, as
there is enough negativity and stigma around them already. But there are such housing
settlements in all parts of Wales.
These areas are also not locations where developers can make a profit. The private
sector is therefore less interested in developing estates on spare land in these areas.
Concentrating more social housing in these places to meet abstract supply targets
is not going to solve the housing supply problems Wales faces. It will inevitably be
tempting though as lower land prices mean the housing units can be delivered at a
lower cost. But these areas require far more sustained investment and regeneration
over the long term. That is beyond the scope of this paper. It does however illustrate the
need to consider location in planning and how communities can be supported.
Is the housing going to be supported by infrastructure and public services?
Linked in with the previous question, is the wider context of the infrastructure and
public services that are going to support the development. A new housing development
inevitably impacts on the local community. The roads will be busier (even with designs
to promote active travel), public transport will be required, places for children will be
needed in schools, and Health and Social Care services will need to accommodate the
additional needs. There will also be a need for playgrounds, green spaces, and for local
shopping to be within walking distance. The location should also not be vulnerable to
flooding and there should be minimal environmental impact on the surrounding areas.
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Planning policy already recognises this to some extent, as developers are required to
contribute towards the cost of services and infrastructure. At least some of these issues
can be considered as material grounds for refusal by planning committees if they are
not satisfied. However, there is a perception that these requirements are too lax, are
used to fund facilities and services that the local authority should be funding anyway,
that they will be negotiated away following planning permission approval in secret deals
between departments and the local authority, or that the agreed work just won’t be
completed.
It’s also the case that previous promises of services that fail to materialise can
undermine the confidence of local communities in their willingness to accept new
developments. The failure of Local Authorities to properly engage with communities
only makes matters worse.
In these instances, the role of providing public services that would help to make
communities sustainable has been neglected in discussions of housing supply.
Case Study – Pentre Felin estate, Bridgend
The Pentre Felin estate is a development in the North of Aberkenfig, Bridgend County.
Initially, the development was sold to the local community as being a development
of 250 houses, a new primary school, and GP surgery. The development was to be
accompanied by new cycling and walking routes linking it with existing communities
and the rail stations on the Maesteg to Bridgend line (where more frequent services had
been promised).
The financial crash paused the construction of many of the homes, leaving half an estate
built and the location a building site for several years. The proposed new school was
never built, the cycle paths remain theoretical, and the doctors surgery has become a
retail park managed by a company registered offshore. There is only one road out of
the development, which joins the main A4063 Maesteg to Bridgend road near a busy
junction caused by the old rail bridge between Aberkenfig and Tondu. Traffic is regularly
slow due to other developments in the Llynfi Valley, and the local authority has not
conducted a proper assessment of the capability of that road for several years.3
However, instead of the initial plan, a proposed development for an additional 450
homes (which brings the number to 20% above the number proposed in the LDP) has
been recently given outlying planning permission against local opposition. This new
development will not require any infrastructure for the first phase of 133 homes, and in
total will only require a new link road many perceive to be inadequate. The education
department has admitted it cannot support places in schools should all proposed
housing developments in the borough be approved. It is not prioritising ‘valleys gateway’
as an area for more places anyway. The development is also close to a nature reserve,
and this has raised environmental concerns.
Despite a cross party campaign opposing the development involving local councillors,
every community council in the valley, the local MP and both constituency and regional
Assembly Members, the development was granted outline planning permission. The local
authority met with the developer four times prior to the development going before the
planning committee4. Yet the authority did not meet with the community councils on a
3

4

Response to FOI request from local authority. The response said assessments had only been undertaken for 		
specific developments not the road as a whole, and there was therefore no assessment of the cumulative 		
development.
Response to FOI
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single occasion – citing resource limits5. The SECTION 106 was perceived locally to be
a joke (simply containing money for ‘active travel’, which become known as a cycling
equipment voucher).
When the development did go before planning committee, it was only opposed by the
2 members of that committee who lived nearest the development. Many councillors on
the planning committee did not attend the site visit the previous day. Local objectors
were misrepresented by the officers’ reports as being against any form of housing. They
were allowed only 3 minutes to speak to the committee. During committee proceedings
one member of the committee expressed the view that ‘we need more houses’6 before
voting it through, ignoring the history, lack of supporting infrastructure, and his role as a
committee member being to consider each proposal on its own merits. Understandably,
the community has lost confidence in the planning process as a result of this experience.
The case study demonstrates how local communities can initially be supportive
of housing, but quickly turn against when promises of services to accompany the
development are broken, the local authority does not engage, or where people feel
they have limited involvement in a process rigged against them. It demonstrates how
important putting the accompanying infrastructure and public services is to securing
support for development, and how important engagement with the local community is.
Is the housing going to impact the Welsh Language?
Experience from many parts of Wales has shown that building too many houses in some
areas can pose a threat to the Welsh language. However, in other areas, failing to build
sufficient houses has also been detrimental to the Welsh language as young Welsh
speakers have been unable to remain in their communities. In those areas, building new
houses can strengthen the position of the Welsh language by enabling people to remain
in their communities, particularly if it’s accompanied by positive economic development
creating good jobs.
The key is ensuring that local development plans and planning laws make the Welsh
Language a key consideration and that development is based on local need. It is thus
important that when considering specific developments, planning authorities and
committees are able to give strong consideration to the linguistic needs of the local
community as either an argument in favour or against a specific development. It’s also
important that language assessments form a key consideration of local development
plans.
The 2015 planning act does allow for language assessments to be carried out as part
of sustainability appraisals, but this does not go far enough. The Welsh Language
Commissioner has also said that “one of the biggest failings in the planning process
at present in Wales is the lack of guidance offered to planning authorities on a
standard and consistent methodology for conducting Welsh language planning impact
assessments.
Plaid Cymru has a separate policy paper on Planning and the Welsh Language
containing many policies for changing the planning system to protect and promote
the Welsh Language, so this paper will not repeat those policies here. Suffice to say
that adopting those policies would benefit every community in Wales due to their role
in strengthening the voice of local communities in development and improving the
planning system to ensure it reflects local need.
5
6

Correspondence between Authority and regional assembly member
See planning meeting BCBC march 2018
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Conclusions
Opponents of housing development are often characterised as NIMBYs, and advocates
of the ‘we need more houses’ approach to housing often portray the planning system
and the rights of people to object as being a barrier to more housing (hence the lobby
for watering down planning requirements).
But in practice there are often important objections raised to large developments
that are not being addressed. Nor is throwing up new estates without services and a
local community going to solve wider housing problems. Nobody should be forced to
live in isolated estates poorly supported by infrastructure and public services. Such
new estates will not create more affordable housing and will not create sustainable
communities.
There are thus different conclusions we should reach about NIMBYism, planning and
housing;
· The real barrier to new developments is austerity and the inability to provide
supporting infrastructure to build communities.
·

Communities must be given a greater involvement and rights from the start in the
planning process, with the local authority consulting and involving communities in
negotiating with developers. A partnership approach is needed, with consideration
of allowing community and town councils to produce their own development
plans.

·

To achieve the objective of ‘building more houses’ we should really be asking
the question about ‘how we build communities’ and ‘what services will these
communities need’.

·

We propose that when LDPs are produced, Local Authorities can consider local
need and alternatives to Welsh Government population projections as equal
factors in determining development.

·

To reflect the fact that many decisions in the planning system have not considered
the specific and unique needs of Wales, we propose to create a Welsh Planning
Inspectorate separate to the current one which covers England and Wales
Consultation Questions:
1. Do you agree that when considering new housing developments, focus should
be on the services those developments require to be sustainable? If so, what
services should be the priority?
2. What changes to planning laws should be made to ensure sustainable 		
communities?

14

The problems with new build homes and new
build estates
When considering issues around housing, affordability and the creation of communities,
we have to consider the problems many new developments are facing. To some extent,
all new estates will have teething problems – unfinished work, delays to facilities,
the slow catch-up of public services and so on. Such problems do not invalidate the
contribution that new build estates can make and will continue to make to housing
supply. We are not proposing to stop all new builds.
There are, however, some wider issues that have to be considered when it comes to the
role of new builds in housing supply, especially given the tendency to prioritise new
build estates as the main (or sole) solution to supply issues. The financial crash has led
to a consolidation of suppliers, with around one-third of active companies ceasing to
build homes between 2007 and 20097. This has created problems caused by a lack of
competition that deserves a policy response. New builds are not as popular with more
than twice as many people preferring an older home (49 per cent) to a new build home
(19 per cent).8
Leasehold homes
Leasehold housing is where the owner of a house (or more commonly a flat) is
effectively in a tenant/landlord relationship with the freeholder. They are thus liable for
rents, commonly called service charges, for the communal areas.
Leasehold housing has been on the increase9. In 2016, around 27% of residential
property transactions in England and Wales were leasehold. Typically most flats fall into
this arrangement, although the practice has extended into leasehold houses. Leasehold
sales of new-build houses increased from 7% of transactions in 1995 to 15% in 2016. This
is due to many housing developers increasingly seeing leasehold homes as a way of
generating a future income stream once a house has sold.
Leaseholders report a whole range of problems, including:
• High service charges and a lack of transparency over what they are being
charged for;
•

Freeholders who block attempts by leaseholders to exercise the Right to
Manage;

•

Excessive costs associated with administration charges and applications to
extend lease agreements or enfranchise;

•

A lack of knowledge over the rights and obligations of all parties involved.

The recent trend of developers selling houses on a leasehold basis has been
accompanied by lease agreements that set ground rents at a relatively high level and
which are subject to regular reviews. This results in the accrual of significant ground rent
liabilities for long leaseholders. The buyers are given reassuringly long 999-year leases
but later find that buying the freehold is prohibitively expensive.
7
8
9

See https://www.hbf.co.uk/documents/6879/HBF_SME_Report_2017_Web.pdf
See https://www.citymetric.com/fabric/if-britain-wants-more-self-build-housing-we-need-change-its-planning-		
system-3767
See https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jul/20/leasehold-money-making-racket-reform
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The trap for unsuspecting buyers comes from the escalation in ground rent in the small
print. It can state that ground rent will double every ten years. This can look like not
such a big deal – after all, many people move house every seven years or so. But to the
company, the income is valuable and doubling something every ten years soon makes it
lucrative, and expensive to the person having to pay the fee.
The ground rent becomes unaffordable, with solicitors warning potential buyers to
stay away as a result. Furthermore, if a person can’t pay ground rent, the house can be
seized with no compensation.
Leaseholders have also found themselves required to pay large fees for significant
alterations like having a conservatory. As these costs are in addition to any mortgage
payments, it can be considerable enough to turn an affordable home into an
unaffordable home.
In England, the government intends to legislate to prohibit the creation of new
residential long leases on houses (flats are unclear), whether newly built or on existing
freehold houses, other than in exceptional circumstances. There is also ongoing work
with the Law Commission to support existing leaseholders with the view being making
buying a freehold or extending a lease “easier, faster, fairer and cheaper”.
The Welsh Government is adopting a more voluntary approach to seek agreement some
of the larger developers to only sell on a leasehold basis “where absolutely necessary”.
This approach is not good enough. Our proposal is therefore to legislate to prohibit
leaseholds on new builds other than in exceptional circumstances, and to restrict rent
increases for existing leaseholds to those that are justifiable (for places such as flats
where service charges for communal areas are legitimate). The law commission are also
likely to propose further actions to help leaseholders that will need to be considered.
Unadopted Roads
Unadopted roads are roads that are not owned by the local authority or central
government, and therefore are not the responsibility of public bodies to maintain. Whilst
there are a number of historic roads with unknown ownership, a legacy of housing built
for miners on landowner estates, negligence of developments has resulted in a growing
problem on new build estates of developers leaving roads unfinished and therefore not
adopted.
Unadopted roads can frequently be accompanied by poor street lighting, inadequate
drainage, and poor quality that results in damage to cars. They can pose a health
and safety hazard due to poor surfaces and can cause difficulties for the emergency
services. Since residents cannot look to the local authority to maintain their road, they
must do so themselves. Residents sometimes form an association, collect contributions,
organise maintenance and deal with other issues such as insurance, parking, tree
surgery, rights of way and so on. This brings with it added stress for house buyers, local
residents and local representatives, which often results in disagreements, community
tensions, legal costs and much local authority officer time being wasted going over the
same arguments year after year.
Usually, when an estate is finished, the developer hands over responsibility to the local
authority. Before this happens, there are criteria regarding the quality of the roads that
need to be met that include carriageway and footways have an approved means of
surface water drainage, street lighting must conform with current local requirements
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and national standards, and the road is constructed to a satisfactory standard. This
imposes a cost on developers when the profitable parts of a development (the homes)
are finished and largely sold – there is little incentive to finish. Poor performance in
this regard by a developer cannot be used as a material consideration when future
developments come before planners.
Instead of thus passing over responsibility for maintenance, roads, grass verges,
pavements and playgrounds are then retained by the developer and the developer
usually subcontracts day-to-day management. These companies pass on the costs to
homeowners, for freeholders and leaseholders, via a deed of transfer that obliges the
homeowner to pay for the maintenance of the land via an estate charge. Sometimes
such companies are run by offshore management, and cannot be contacted to
undertake the work.
Whilst statistics are hard to come by, a recent Assembly debate highlighted scores of
new build estates that remain unfinished10. Several Assembly Members from across
the political spectrum highlighted intimidation from developers to residents when
attempting to resolve the issue. One example was of a developer saying to a resident:
“‘If you go to your Assembly Member, I will make damn sure that I will never do the work
that needs to be done on your street’.”
Whilst the Assembly debate resulted in a taskforce being established by the Welsh
Government to devise solutions to the problem, to date there has been no action.
Quality of new builds
Whilst new technologies and techniques in principle mean that new build homes should
be of a higher quality and substantially better energy efficiency than the existing stock,
the reality sometimes does not match up to that.
In 2016, the “All Party Parliamentary Group for Excellence in the Built Environment” 11
reported on the quality of new build houses throughout the UK. They found that 93% of
buyers report problems to their builders – and of these, 35% report 11 or more problems.
These are problems buyers will pay to fix, and for many this could mean tipping
“affordable” housing into “unaffordable” housing.
There is a wider question of accountability when these problems occur. Most owners
of new homes must rely on the ten-year Buildmark warranty provided by the National
House Building Council (NHBC). But the ten years is misleading, as it is only in the
first two years that a builder is obliged to resolve any defects. After that period the
purchaser has to claim on NHBC insurance, which only covers structural issues. That
means buyers have two years to identify, report and resolve non-structural flaws that
might take time to come to light.12
There is a further conflict of interest here. The NHBC is funded by developers, and the
big three developers who are responsible for the majority of new homes in the UK pay
the NHBC millions in membership.
10 See http://record.assembly.wales/Plenary/4907#A41768
11 See http://cic.org.uk/download.php?f=more-homes.-fewer-complaints.pdf
12 See https://www.theguardian.com/money/2015/nov/15/new-build-home-affordable-housing-industry-compromisingquality
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Policy proposals
Recent years have seen many problems with new build estates that need to be rectified
to protect consumers and public services. We therefore propose the following policies:
· Legislate to prohibit leaseholds on new builds other than in exceptional
circumstances,
·

Restrict rent increases for existing leaseholds to those that are justifiable (for
places such as flats where service charges for communal areas are legitimate)

·

Tougher planning laws that will prohibit the next stages of a development going
ahead until the existing phases are in a state can reasonably be considered as
completed.

·

Planning departments and committees to be able to consider past performance of
a developer (or companies linked to a developer to avoid front companies being
established) as a material consideration in planning applications. As part of this
financial transparency of ownership will be required.

·

To provide a carrot to developers, this past performance can work in their favour
as well; we should consider an approach of presumed consent for developers
with a strong track record of delivery of completed estates and environmentally
friendly homes, provided such developments are also required to meet local
needs.

·

Consideration of either: (a) compulsory up-front deposit payments from
developers to cover the cost of bringing estates up to standard within a
reasonable timescale, or (b) an industry insurance system to pay for this in the
event of bankruptcy of a developer or them not completing an estate.

·

We should create a Welsh House building council that can resolve problems in
a more impartial manner. (membership of this can be a condition of planning
consent).
Consultation Questions:
1

Are our proposed actions likely to be effective in tackling some of the 		
problems that new estates can have?

2. What other actions should we be considering to protect consumers and Local
Authorities?
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Where do we get more housing from?
So far, this paper has suggested that the existing rate of housebuilding is likely to be
sufficient to meet the projected needs for market housing, particularly if the financial
climate and availability of finance returns to pre-2008 levels. We’ve also argued that
this in itself could be problematic given some of the issues emerging with new build
estates. However, the industry is likely to argue that strengthening the voice of local
communities in planning, as well as the implied strengthening of consumer protections
and regulations, may reduce the rate of market housing being supplied – meaning that
there could well be a supply gap in the future. This would not be desirable, we accept
that the private sector will continue to have a role in housing supply, particularly in areas
where more homes are needed.
We are also in favour of substantially increasing the supply of social housing. How
we achieve this is explored in the next section. It’s also the case that our solution
of a partnership approach to planning and development (as outlined in the next
section) means the continued involvement of developers in creating new estates and
communities. We need to be able to demonstrate how some alternatives to new build
estates could meet any future gaps that emerge in housing supply. It is a fair question
to ask what the alternative sources of housing supply are that could be available in
the event that stronger regulations reduce the supply of new builds from the large
developers. Here we outline an additional 4 sources for supply;

1.
2.
3.
4.

Social Care housing
Bringing empty properties back into use
Reforms to encourage smaller developers and self-builds
Co-operative housing models.

It’s worth also considering how the impact of any of the above effects wider housing
supply by examining what happens to the entire market when an additional unit comes
on stream, regardless of whether that unit is social care housing, an empty property
coming back into use, or a self-build. A home built for somebody with social care
needs will free up another home that may be more suitable for another family. A person
moving into a self-build will free up another home. There are thus benefits to increasing
supply and bringing many different types of housing onto the market. Any new unit will
increase the overall stock, and thus benefits society and not just the person likely to be
living in the new unit.
Social Care housing
One under-explored area of increasing housing supply is the role that social care could
play. With demographic changes meaning increased demands for social care, there has
been a great deal of effort aimed at reforming delivery of social care to emphasise the
need for people to remain living independently for as long as possible, keeping people
out of expensive (and often detrimental) residential care settings. This has affected the
existing housing stock through the need for adaptations of course and that is likely to
continue.
But in the future it’s likely there will be growing need for the ‘halfway house’ of social
care housing – housing that is adapted and modelled for people with care needs, that
enables them to maintain independent living and being part of community.

19

In many Scandinavian Countries, the majority of elderly people, around 90 per cent or
more, live in ordinary housing13. It has been and remains a guiding principle in policy for
care and housing that people should remain in their own homes. The municipalities in
many of the Nordic countries have a statutory responsibility for these forms of housing,
and are in charge of assessing and deciding about need for them, and in many cases
also for the care and nursing provided in them. This is done slightly differently in each of
those countries, but the principles usually involve homes or apartments specifically for
older people where there are shared facilities and on call staff to offer support.
In Iceland, municipally owned secure housing for older people is intended for people
who can live independently but with some support. It means housing coupled with
areas for the residents’ meals, social life, hobbies and recreation. Staff are on hand to
help the residents in various ways at specific times every day. Residents have access to
services, like emergency alarms, food, washing, cleaning and optional social activities.
In Norway, “Plus homes” are homes that offer some of the services a hotel provides.
There is often a staffed reception desk, janitor service, cleaning service, guest rooms,
exercise rooms, and function rooms.
Wales does not have enough of these types of homes, with residents often facing
expensive adaptations to their homes or even more expensive residential care. The rapid
expansion of the provision of such Scandinavian style secure housing, which need not
necessarily require public sector funding (private sector developers specialising in this
could supply it at a market rate, as people sold their homes to purchase these homes,
and social services would be able to adapt the services appropriately), existing stock for
the market would be freed up as well.
To achieve this, the planning system and LDPs cannot be purely viewed as being about
supplying additional units, usually new builds, without any consideration of the services
and types of communities that will be created. Building one thousand units of this type
of housing, alongside the necessary services to support it, will achieve far more benefit
to the Welsh Housing stock than throwing up five thousand new builds by the M4 where
services can only be accessed by car. The current planning system will never prioritise
this without change.
Bringing Empty Properties back into use
Another way to increase supply is to bring empty properties back into use. Empty
homes represent a waste of resources. They create a blight on local communities and
can act as focus for crime and vandalism. They drag the rest of an area down, and can
thus often create a reinforcing cycle of people leaving an area and not being replaced,
creating more empty homes.
The blight of empty homes has long been recognised by the Welsh Government, who
have incrementally given powers to Local Authorities to help bring them back into
use, including most recently the ability to set punitive rates of council tax. Whilst these
schemes have had some success in terms of numbers returned to use, the table below
demonstrates that they have not had an impact in reducing overall numbers of empty
properties, and in fact the number has risen.

13 MRS Research RS187081 briefing,
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Table showing number of houses vacant for more than 6 months
Year

2009-10

2010-11

2011-12

2012-13

2013-14

2014-15

2015-16

Number
of houses vacant
for more
than 6
months

18,980

21,966

23,287

21,551

24,853

26,260

26,528

What the table shows is not that the existing policies have had no impact – without
them it’s likely the numbers would be significantly worse. The fairer interpretation is that
dealing with empty properties has been like weeding in the garden, in the sense that as
soon as one appears another one replaces it in the statistics. That does not mean the
weeding has been pointless, for without it the problem would be substantially worse.
If it were possible to make a long term dent in the ‘net’ numbers of empty homes, then
there is clearly a useful resource that could add to housing supply. Whilst it is unlikely
to be possible to fully eliminate empty homes, particularly those concentrated in areas
that are isolated and undesirable to live (the solution to which is long term sustained
regeneration and investment), we believe it is possible to reduce the ‘net’ figure to
10,000 a year – a move that would add over 10,000 homes to the overall stock and
return significant numbers of units to the housing stock each year.
Bringing empty homes back into use would also provide an economic stimulus, as
refurbishing homes uses local firms, as well as producing social outcomes. Bringing
back empty homes into use, if done cleverly, could even be part of a small economic
stimulus for poor areas, and part of wider regeneration efforts.
In addition to a renewed focus on bringing empty homes back into use through
encouraging the use of existing powers to return them to use, there are some additional
avenues to explore;

5. Encouraging more investment from the Private Rented Sector (PRS) – many landlords specialise in buying homes that are either already empty, or require so much
work they are at risk of becoming long term empty homes. This is a positive feature of the PRS that should be leveraged far more. Whilst there are limited financial
incentives (via the tax system) that could be used here, the levers remain largely
non-devolved. There is currently an issue with the loans provided by the Welsh Government to landlords to bring empty properties into use. The time frame in which
they have to be repaid is too short. This limits their use to the ‘low hanging fruit’ of
properties relatively easy to bring back into use. We would therefore propose that
for properties requiring substantial renovation, longer term loans are made available
that would only have to be repaid once work had completed and the property could
be brought back into use.

6. Supporting first time buyers (FTBs) to purchase empty homes – The experiments of
cities such as Liverpool and Stoke, selling dilapidated homes to first time buyers for
£1 (plus a commitment to improve and invest in them) have been well-documented,
with the scheme in Liverpool being the subject of a TV documentary. Such experiments demonstrated that the concept can work with buy in and long term support
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from the local authority. They also showed that many buyers under-estimated the
financial commitment required to bring such homes up to standard. Whilst the vast
majority of empty homes couldn’t be sold for £1, they are likely to be cheaper on the
market due to their condition. The barrier for many in purchasing them is the lack of
finance available to restore them (as it will come on top of the requirements FTBs
face for a deposit). This is where a WG backed scheme to provide finance for FTB’s
to restore empty properties could work – and we explore this idea further later.

7. Social Enterprise schemes to bring properties back into use – There are a number of projects that have occurred where housing associations have supported
local projects to renovate homes and have used the opportunity to provide skills
and training to local people who have experienced long term unemployment. Such
schemes could be funded as part of a regeneration initiative in areas where the private sector can’t reach.
Promoting smaller developments and self builds
At first, this could seem a counter-intuitive suggestion. By definition, small
developments and self-builds are only ever going to result in small increases to the
housing stock. But it has to be considered that this is not the sole source of new
housing we are proposing, it is part of the solution.
There are specific advantages to promoting small developers to undertake small
developments, as well as encouraging self builds:
• They tend to be local companies or individuals using local supply chains and
local labour.
•

The developments have smaller impacts on existing public services and
infrastructure, and thus are more likely to be supported by communities.

•

Smaller developers are more likely to understand local needs.

•

Smaller developments are more suited to urban environments.

•

Smaller developers have to develop unique selling points, which can often
translate into more environmentally friendly homes than mass produced new
builds. Promoting small developers can thus encourage innovation. This can
be especially true of self-builds, which are driven by the enthusiasm of the
individual and belief in innovation.

However, the existing LDP and planning system works against the interests of small
developers. The tendency is to set large targets and focus on units delivered. Targets are
often based on exaggerations of population growth or an attempt to attract commuters
from larger neighbouring areas. This will inevitably lead to fewer and larger projects. It
is easier to get one large project for two-thousand homes through the planning process
(even if several developers are involved) than it is to get together planning permission
for twenty projects of one-hundred homes. Furthermore, the process is lengthy and
time consuming, with many small developers unable to participate in the behind the
scenes negotiations of Section 106 agreements and design of estates.
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In doing this, we miss the value that small developers could have. There are some
practical steps that could be taken to promote small developments;
• Developments proposed for fewer than ten homes shouldn’t be automatically
dismissed for locations outside the LDP, unless the cumulative set of
applications would make the overall level of development larger.
•

There should be a presumed consent model for self-builds that are ecofriendly, defined as carbon neutral in build and ongoing living. Self-build
represents a far smaller proportion of house construction in the UK (about 10
per cent) than in most of Europe (over 50 per cent). Greater guidance from
planning authorities for self-builders on what is, and is not, acceptable so as
to control ‘planning risk’ should be provided to encourage more people to
pursue this.14

•

Local Authorities should also be required to maintain registers of those
interested in acquiring land for self-build projects.

•

Local Authorities should be required to maintain a ‘plot shop’ – i.e plots of
council land that can be used for self-builds, which has outline planning
permission.

•

Self-builders would have access to mortgages from the Welsh Government
to pay for construction, with nothing to repay during construction. Once
complete, owners would then re-mortgage conventionally to re-pay the Welsh
Government.

•

Phased fees for planning would assist small developers – large upfront fees
act as a barrier. It can cost up to £50,000 to submit a planning application
for a smaller site and if a scheme gets blocked in the planning process it
could mean disaster for a small house builder who will find it hard to redeploy
capital15.

•

Reforms to the procurement process so that small developers can bid for
contracts to build housing for housing associations and Local Authorities.

•

Linked to this, we need to establish partnerships between the social housing
sector and small developers so that projects can be worked on, and small
developers are seen as the default contractor for construction of new social
housing. A partnership approach would provide more confidence that projects
would be approved.

Co-operative housing

Co-operative housing is community-led housing, managed, and in some cases
owned, in accordance with co-operative values and principles. All members are
expected to take an active role in providing and managing the accommodation
and the level of rent the tenants pay reflects the cost of managing the housing.
It is different from other forms of housing because it is about encouraging and
supporting local community control over housing and neighbourhoods.
The Welsh Government has a commitment to increasing co-operative housing and
has provided funding to scale it up. However, there is more that could be done to
14 See https://www.citymetric.com/fabric/if-britain-wants-more-self-build-housing-we-need-change-its-planningsystem-3767
15 See https://www.labcwarranty.co.uk/blog/government-initiatives-that-will-provide-a-helping-hand-to-smallerbuilders/
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make this a more prominent option in housing supply including:
•

Encouraging social housing providers to offer this more intermediate form of
housing

•

Using the Partnership approach to develop to see how co-operative housing
can be part of wider develops.

•

Piloting the model as a way of empowering disadvantages groups within the
context of a Housing First model that provides housing to homeless people.

Summary – meeting future housing supply
•

Having established that the existing system is likely to be adequate to meet
the needs of private sector housing, but inadequate to meet the needs
of social housing, we reject the neo-liberal approach of relaxing planning
conditions and adopting a “build everywhere” approach.

•

The planning system is crucial for delivering the outcomes we want, but
instead of the de-regulation approach favoured by large developers. We
want to use it to incentivise more social housing and stronger, sustainable,
communities.

•

We propose to strengthen the quality of new build housing through a stronger
role for communities, stronger consumer protection and more accountability
of developers for delivery of estates.

•

If this leads to a reduction in supply of private housing (as the developers
will argue, although we don’t believe this will happen as availability of cheap
finance is the dominant factor behind supply of private housing), then we
propose increasing housing supply from other sources. These are (1) bringing
empty properties back into use, (2) construction of social care housing, and
(3) encouraging small development and self-build, and (4) co-operative
housing

•

Simply assuming that increasing housing supply will trickle down into
increased social housing will not work. We therefore want a greater role for
housing associations and Local Authorities in increasing supply – through
partnerships and other policies that will be elaborated on in the next section.

Consultation Questions:
1. What other sources of supply could help to compensate for a possible decline
in new builds?
2. What additional powers will Local Authorities need to tackle empty properties?
3. How can the LDP process be reformed to support smaller developers?

24

Section 2. Supporting Affordable and
Social Housing

Section 2 – Supporting Affordable and Social
Housing
Defining affordability
There is a good deal of ambiguity in the way the term ‘affordable’ is used in relation
to housing. Aside from covering housing provided with public subsidy, it is used in
a general way to describe housing of any tenure that is judged to be affordable to a
particular household or group by analysis of housing costs, income levels and other
factors. Such is the lack of consensus over what affordability means in housing terms
that, there have been suggestions that the concept should be abandoned on the basis
that it has become unhelpful when considering the difficulties faced by households in
meeting their housing needs.
In Wales, the affordable housing review panel have decided that ‘affordable’ will be in
the context of TAN 2. i.e Social rented housing and intermediate housing (where prices
or rents are above those of social rented housing but below market housing prices or
rents). This definition also includes homes owned through shared equity schemes, Help
to Buy, and Rent to Own. It will also include any low cost home ownership scheme that
makes housing more accessible and affordable.
In other words affordability in Wales refers to both homes that are rented at below
market rates, and homes that are owned through a scheme designed to help people
own homes.
What are the problems with this?
The main problem with this definition is that it is too wide. This makes it easy for the
Welsh Government (WG) to claim success without actually addressing the underlying
problems of too many unaffordable homes. For example; as part of the claim that they
are on course for delivering another 20,000 units of affordable housing, the WG include
properties bought under the Help to Buy scheme.
This is problematic because the actual number of properties bought by first time buyers
through help to buy is 75%16 meaning a quarter of those who bought homes through
this scheme were not first time buyers, but people using the subsidy to upgrade their
homes (i.e people for whom home ownership was already affordable). This puts a
question mark over whether these schemes are really contributing to “affordable”
housing. The homes being sold through it are still going to be out of reach for many.
2,277 homes sold through this scheme went for prices above £200k. A third of the total
number of homes sold through help to buy. Over the same period, only 701 homes were
sold for less than 125k. The average sale house price for Wales as a whole is £153k. This
means the help to buy scheme is effectively subsidising home ownership at the higher
house price levels in Wales.
Secondly, in the rented sector, intermediate rented housing is still beyond the
affordability of many – particularly those claiming benefits that have been reduced in
recent years.

16 See stats wales for all statistics in this section: https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Housing/Help-To-Buy
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As such, there is a good case to be made that the review panel needs to re-visit this
definition of affordable housing. If the purpose of building affordable homes is to ensure
the least well-off can afford housing, we need a more suitable definition for it.
Instead we would propose being more specific and using the following terms to more
accurately describe the homes we are referring to;

1. Social Housing – meaning homes owned by Housing Associations and Local Author-

ities. As these homes are specifically designed to be lived in by people on low incomes who would be unable to access market housing, they are by definition affordable.

2. Low cost private housing – meaning homes in the private sector that are within the

reach of those earning median wages, either to buy or to rent). (People earning substantially below median wages would be entitled to social housing).

There are problems with detailing what “low cost” means more specifically than this. A
low cost 3 bedroom house for a family may be affordable for many families, but would
still be beyond the reach of a single person on low wages. Single person flats would
be affordable but unsuitable for many families. Just because a house is affordable
according to a specific definition, it does not mean it is suitable for every individual
or family. We would suggest that any home where the sale price is less than 5 times
median wages (roughly 125K), would qualify as affordable, but acknowledge that there
will inevitably be circumstances where even that would be unaffordable for some
people.
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Securing the future of social housing
It is clear that we need to substantially increase the rate at which new social housing is
added to the housing stock. An extra 2,500 to 3,500 (and probably more) homes need
to be added to the social housing stock in addition to the current 850 homes each year
in order to meet the future demands. It’s also clear that the existing approach of hoping
that Section 106 agreements for new developers result in a “trickledown” effect isn’t
working.
The numbers projected justify setting an ambitious target of building around 20,000
new homes in the social housing sector over a 5 year term of government.
The finance of housing is in many ways one of the least risky forms of borrowing,
particularly for a government or large organisation. There is an income stream (rents)
that can be used to re-pay loans that is independent of taxation or the general
economy. The transfer of stock to housing associations was specifically designed
to enable more borrowing to finance building new stock (although this was also
used – rightly – to bring the old stock up to standard as well as new homes) as Local
Authorities faced substantial barriers to borrowing under treasury rules. However, it’s
clear that this alone did not (and therefore will not) result in the supply of new homes
meeting the needs of the Wales.
We therefore need to strengthen the social housing sector and enable it to access more
finance for the construction of new housing than it has been able to do in the past. This
will help secure its future and provide the homes we need.
Financing new Social housing
Plaid Cymru was always more sceptical of the value of stock transfer, and the failure
of stock transfer to lead to extra supply of social housing somewhat vindicates that
position. That is not to say we are against housing associations and don’t see a role for
them, but we need to bring back more council houses by enabling Local Authorities
to build them again houses. So when this paper refers to ‘social housing’ it should
be understood that by this, we mean housing owned by both Local Authorities and
Housing Associations.
The key to making this happen is finance. Capital finance for new homes is relatively
straightforward – it can be obtained through borrowing (and at the time of writing
interest rates remain low). We propose that it could be financed through Plaid Cymru’s
version of the National Infrastructure Commission for Wales (NICW), with rent an
obvious income source to repay the finance. At present, the remit for the Welsh
Government’s NICW does not include social infrastructure; such as schools, hospitals
and housing. A Plaid Cymru government would therefore update the Commission’s
remit to broaden its areas of responsibility.
The more difficult aspect of the finance is the ongoing costs to Local Authorities
through expanding council housing. Local Authority budgets are overstretched as it is,
and officer time is not available to deal with the workloads that would be associated
with managing significant increases in housing stock. This is another reason why
expanding housing supply is not compatible with continued austerity. Plaid Cymru
believes that Local Authorities should be supported by central government, and a Plaid
Cymru government would ensure that Local Authorities were supported to deliver
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the policies proposed in this paper. Of course, in the long run, it’s likely that increased
council housing would enable savings from other departments. It would make resolving
homelessness easier, and as the new homes would be built to a decent standard, costs
for environmental health would also be reduced, and there would be real savings for the
Health Service.
Housing Associations would continue to obtain their own finance for new homes, and
we would be encouraging them to expand and form partnerships with developers to do
this.
So how much would 20,000 new council and housing association homes cost?
It is not possible to provide an exact figure. Sure, we could assume each house cost
100k to build, and simply answer £2 billion. That would be a plausible figure, and
achievable to borrow. It would also be a figure that would lose it’s accuracy as soon as
any detail went into the project, as many variables would influence the cost.
The idea that a council house has a fixed cost to construct is questionable. There are
numerous unknown factors that need to be accounted for. Purchase of land is key
variable –it will cost more to purchase land in Cardiff than it will elsewhere, yet social
housing in Cardiff is needed. It may also be the case that a Plaid Cymru government
could reduce this cost through selling off land to Local Authorities and housing
associations at below market rates. Other variables that could influence the cost include
scale of each development (single large developments can attract bulk buy discounts),
wages (post Brexit workforce shortages could change wage levels dramatically), and
the cost of raw materials (ditto). It’s also the case that new social housing would incur
maintenance charges that would be an annual cost likely to rise each year. We could
also note that we should also factor in the costs of new roads, schools, and other public
services infrastructure as costs of housing.
So any answer to the question of ‘how much will it cost’ is clearly merely a prediction
likely to be inaccurate. The better question that should be asked is ‘how much budget
will be allocated to the project, and will it be sufficient to achieve the objectives?”
In this case there is in fact a twofold answer. When it comes to capital costs for
construction of new social housing, the finance would be provided via a strengthened
NICW with powers over financing and procurement of large-scale programmes of
infrastructure development across projects of varying scale and complexity. The finance
allocated for construction and land acquisition will vary from each individual housing
project to the next. Local Authorities or housing associations would have to present
clear business cases that included projected income streams such as rent collections,
and lenders would have to be sufficiently confident in their robustness for the project to
go ahead.
When it comes to maintenance, there are additional complexities that demonstrate the
realities of policy costing.
“The main weakness in this costing is the unknown that relates to when maintenance
costs are likely to kick in with a new build property. The only way to fully cost this
would be to understand the specification of the anticipated new build properties and
cost the lifecycle of the individual elements that may require maintenance. It’s also
worth considering whether the new build strategy would purely focus on new builds,
or on expanding social housing through other means. In looking through a number
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of strategies for stock retaining Local Authorities in Wales I noticed that ‘new build’
strategies included things such as open market acquisition, which might mean the
1,000 additional homes comprise a variety of brand new buildings and refitted acquired
properties”17
It’s worth reminding the reader that our strategy does indeed focus on expanding social
housing through a variety of means, and we cannot possibly foresee the specifications
of every home we intend to add to the social housing stock.
The Research service go on to provide costs for two different methods:
Due to those unknowns I’ve produced two simple costings that relate to the
maintenance and management of 1,000 social houses. Method 1 is based on Welsh
Government information included in the RIA that accompanied the Abolition of the
Right To Buy (Wales) Bill and Method 2 is based on UK Government cost information. As
these are average figures they do not take into account geographical factors that might
effect maintenance.
I’ve included a one-year cost, but also a 30-year cost (HRA strategies tend to be
produced on an annual 30-year rolling basis).
Method 1 – Abolition of the Right To Buy (Wales) Bill (at 2018-19 prices)

Low

High

Weighted average cost

Cost of Maintenance:
Management Costs:

1,794

4,117
887

3,293

Total Annual Cost:
30-year cost:

2,681,137
80,434,108

5,003,382
150,101,446

4,180,040
125,401,208

Source: Welsh Government - Abolition of the Right To Buy (Wales) Bill Explanatory
Memorandum and Regulatory Impact Assessment (November 2017)
Method 2 – UK Government Unit cost information
Weighted
average cost
Unit cost:

4,169

Annual Cost:
30-year cost:

4,169,485
125,084,538

Source: UK Government (Homes and Community Agency) - Delivering better value for
money: understanding differences in unit costs – summary report (June 2016)
17 Assembly Research Service work on policy costs
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As mentioned, these costs may be high as they cover the entire period, for full
maintenance. It may be that new build homes are covered by a warranty for a period
following construction which would reduce maintenance liability (for local authority built
homes they may use the Local Authority Building Control, which, for new homes, is 10
years). It also does not cover any additional costs or savings that might arise through
managing this amount of additional homes.
These costs also do not account for inflation over the 30-year period
So using these imprecise estimates, we can estimate that for every additional 1000
homes would incur an annual cost of between £2.6 million and £5 million to Local
Authorities or housing associations. This could be met through a combination of rent
surpluses (i.e rents minus repayments on loans), increases to local authority budgets
met by Welsh Government, and in the long run a shift of resources from public services
currently dealing with the costs of under-supply of social housing.
It’s important to also put these figures in context, as even at the upper estimate for
all 20,000 homes (£100 million) is less than 2% of the revenue funding provided to
Local Authorities by the Welsh Government. This of course is the worst case scenario,
as it’s likely some of this cost would be met by rent surpluses and savings to other
departments created by the social benefits of more social housing.
It’s unlikely that any of the figures cited in this section will persuade sceptics that
expanding social housing is affordable and worthwhile, or that it will persuade
enthusiasts that the project will be too expensive and should be dropped. Choosing to
build more social housing or not is a political choice that reflects on the government of
the day and its values.
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Responding to social security changes and cuts
One key risk in the financing of new social housing is the risk that further changes and
cuts to social security will reduce the income generated from rents. It is already the case
that cuts to Housing Benefit have imposed significant costs to Housing Associations.
Community Housing Cymru estimated the total cost bedroom tax imposed a total cost
to the public purse in Wales of inflicting the bedroom tax18 on disabled people alone
was £40m and rising19 (£25m having been spent on adaptations to existing properties,
and £15m which would need to be spent on alterations needed to adapt new smaller
homes, even if such properties became available). This is just the cost of dealing with
the impact of re-housing disabled people. There were additional costs faced by Housing
associations in terms of arrears, write-downs of assets, and administrative costs in
dealing with the consequences.
This was just one change to benefits that cumulatively caused a shift in activity within
Housing Associations away from the core purpose of providing and managing Social
Housing into more bureaucratic and administrative tasks associated with arrears,
capital write downs, and supporting tenants who faced financial difficulties. There is no
doubt that this effected the ability of associations to finance new homes and changed
the business model. It is thus reasonable to describe the prospect of further cuts to
social security as posing a significant financial risk to the business model of housing
associations.
Plaid Cymru supports the administrative devolution of social security so that Wales
could adopt mitigating measures to Universal Credit similar to those in Scotland such as
direct payments to landlords and fortnightly payments, amongst a range of measures
that provide some protection. However, the prospects of Wales having administrative
powers soon are remote.
As a result, a Plaid Cymru government would initially at least have to play a lobbying
role for improvements to social security or preventing further cuts until such occasion
as administrative devolution of social security took place. There are still some concrete
actions that could be taken that would have the effect of protecting Social housing:
·

A no evictions policy for arrears caused by benefit cuts. This is often cheaper than
evicting and re-housing people.

·

Using NICW to underwrite housing association borrowing so that more flexibility can
be attached to the loans.

·

Continued funding, and on a long term basis, for the Supporting People programme
(or equivalent programmes) and all homelessness prevention activity

18 Official title of the policy is the under-occupancy charge. “spare room subsidy” was Tory spin, and use of the term by
people who should know better should incur a fine.
19 See http://chcymru.org.uk/en/view-news/bedroom-tax-will-mean-1000-fewer-homes-in-wales
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Tenants’ rights
Housing associations have recently gone through some changes to their legal
status following the decision of the ONS to re-classify Housing Association debt
as public sector debt. The subsequent decision of the Welsh Government to
legislate to ensure an arm’s length distance between government and Housing
Associations to ensure the ONS no longer classifies it as public sector debt.
Whilst Plaid Cymru supported this legislation, the process of scrutiny revealed
the potential for some unintended consequences on the rights of Tenants in
Social Housing.
Part of the legislation was about the Welsh Government convincing the ONS that
Housing Associations weren’t (and were not going to be) extensions of the government
and had genuine independence in governance and decision making. Warnings have
been made that unintended consequences could see Housing Associations become
more like commercial enterprises in the future.
There is likely to be a need for improving legislation to prevent this happening. Housing
Associations are providers of social housing, and although there are advantages to them
becoming more commercial and generating income through some commercial activities
in the manner of a social enterprise, they must not be allowed to become purely
commercial landlords. Such a move would undermine the very purpose of Housing
Associations.
One aspect worth exploring is to legislate to specifically protect the rights of tenants in
Social Housing. Legislation could include;
· Limiting rent increases or rents
·

Specifying the role of tenants in decision making, including the right to be consulted
on changes

·

Service Level Guarantees for timely repairs, adaptations and so on

·

Protections from evictions where benefit changes are the reason for evictions

·

Security of tenure

There would be a requirement for the legislation to continue to specify the arm’s length
nature of Housing Associations, but this could be overcome by incorporating the
legislation into wider tenancy reform that applied to all sectors.
Plaid Cymru supports re-building council housing over the longer term, where the
question of the independence of social housing providers isn’t as problematic. However,
tenants would rightly expect their rights to be equal regardless of who owns the
property.
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Partnerships with developers
One of the crucial factors in the success of social housing relates to the location and
how that social housing fits in with the wider community. The history of concentrating
people in social housing in specific locations and communities that are segregated
has not produced great results, and when combined with the sell-off of the more
desirable council housing stock under Right To Buy, saw communities created that
are unsupported by public services. It is not surprising then to see communities show
problems associated with large numbers of people on low incomes. This is a mistake we
must avoid.
It is essential that when we add to the social housing stock in the future, it is done in a
planned manner that aims to create mixed communities. The bedroom tax should never
have been used as a reason for recreating single bedroom council flats to accommodate
those affected by it (concentrating young single people with low incomes in blocks
of flats is a bad idea that should have been learned from). It would be much better to
keep people in mixed communities where support networks can be developed and
maintained.
We thus propose that Social Housing, with a range of sizes, forms a substantially
greater part of new housing developments. Social Housing should always be part of a
wider community of all tenures and incomes, not sitting separately to private estates or
regarded as a token obligation for developers
To achieve this we suggest that developers, housing associations, and Local Authorities
(with input from community councils) should be working collaboratively on new
developments and the LDP process, with suitable locations identified and the services
required to make communities work identified. The requirement of developers to make
a minimum percentage ‘affordable’ hasn’t worked, and often gets watered down by
planners in the name of commercial viability anyway. The estimates of the PPIW earlier
in this paper suggest that around 37% of new homes required need to be in the social
sector. With the existing long waiting lists for social housing, this is likely to be an underestimate. We propose therefore that all new housing developments should include a
target to contain 40% social housing.
Instead a partnership approach could see the entire project financed through a
combination of the developer and a housing association working collaboratively with
a local authority to deliver a community, not just a number of units. The developer
has the advantage of knowing there will be fewer objections to the development (as
the infrastructure and service requirements have been identified alongside a delivery
plan) and more certainty as a result. The Housing Association and Local Authority
has the advantage of being at the table from the start in designing the estates and
the advantage of joint finance adds to the security of the project for both. The
Local Authority does not get railroaded by threats from developers into approving
unsustainable projects. With large developments becoming delivered via this route, we
can secure additional social housing in a more sustainable manner.
Consultation Questions:
1. Is our approach to financing Social Housing the best way?
2. Is 20,000 new Social Housing units a reasonable target? Is requiring 40% of
new homes to be social housing reasonable?What else needs to happen to
deliver this?
			
3. Is the collaborative approach between social and private housing the best way
forward?
4. How else can tenants’ rights be protected?
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Challenges first time buyers face
Affordability – the main issue
In many parts of Wales, the problems associated with affordability is different to those
of England. House prices on the whole are lower than England. There are plenty of
properties available for less than 125k, although many require work to bring them up to
a reasonable standard.
The problems of affordability relate more to low wages and high rents that make
deposits and legal fees difficult for people to save for. The table below estimates the
sums a first time buyer will to need for a property of 120k – even with just a 5% deposit.
Item/service

Estimated Cash needed

Deposit

£6,000

Mortgage application fee

£400

Survey

£300 - £500

Solicitors fees

£500

Searches (legally required)

£150-350

Registration fees

£100

Total

£7450 - £7850

This table excludes additional costs that many will also face such as moving costs and
refurbishment (many properties will need some investments). This could easily add
significant costs depending on the property. Furthermore, in the home buying process,
the buyer takes the financial risk if the seller pulls out at the last moment (and thus
loses some fees). This means we should be regarding this as an under-estimate. Many
people will also face requiring a 10% deposit to access many mortgages.
For people on low wages who are already spending at least £500 a month in rent plus
bills and council tax, the £7500-£8000 minimum needed is a significant sum that could
take a while to save, if ever. Hence many FTBs still need gifts from families/inheritances
and so on to raise deposits.
Mortgage repayments on this property are likely to be affordable. The ability to save
this cash for a deposit is the main issue. Young people aspiring to own their own home
can also face the insecure employment, low wages, and longer career development
incubation periods (internships and temping). This hinders their ability to save.
All this said, lenders require deposits for a reason. It would be foolish to bring back
100% loan to value mortgages or to spark another financial crisis. Furthermore
affordability checks are good, as many FTBs can overstretch themselves financially. So
policies adopted to help FTBs must consider that requiring FTBs to save and contribute
some of the costs of buying prior to a mortgage are necessary safeguards. We don’t
doubt that more needs to be done though to help those struggling to raise deposits due
to high rents and cost of living.
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Government support for first time buyers
What’s wrong with Help to Buy Wales?
In Short, Help to Buy Wales isn’t really a scheme to help first time buyers.
As noted earlier in this paper, the actual number of properties bought by first time
buyers through help to buy is 75%20 meaning a quarter of those who bought were not
first time buyers, but using the subsidy to upgrade their homes (i.e home ownership
was already affordable). This in itself isn’t a problem as it frees up other homes, which
may have been smaller, but it does put a question mark over whether these schemes
are really contributing to affordable housing – the homes being sold through it are
still going to be out of reach for many. 2,277 homes sold through this scheme went for
prices above £200k, a third of the total number of homes sold through help to buy.
Over the same period, only 701 homes were sold for less than 125k. The average sale
price for Wales as a whole is £153k
Although Help to Buy Wales is low cost for the Welsh Government (as it’s unlikely they
will not get the money back), it remains a fair question as to whether more would have
achieved had resources been allocated elsewhere.
Policies to Help FTBs
There is not a one size fits all policy that will help FTBs. Many schemes such as ‘rent
now, buy later’, and ‘homebuy’ have all played and can continue to play a role. As the
main issue is low wages and the cost of initially buying a home, it help if there was a
focus from government on increasing wages. Nonetheless there are some policies Plaid
Cymru will propose to help first time buyers:
· We should adopt the Scottish system where legal fees are paid by the person
withdrawing from a housing deal, not the purchaser.
·

Local Authorities in areas experiencing ‘brain drain’ should have the power to
require portions of new developments to be only purchased by people with a local
connection or who work in strategically important services, with financial assistance/
equity stakes able to be provided by Local Authorities.

·

A specific capital fund should be set up to increase the housing stock for local
people in rural communities, and a plan drawn up to implement this.

·

Interest free loans for property refurbishment should be provided by government
to bring empty properties back into use. The Welsh Government could work with
mortgage providers to develop products that are suitable for this – i.e mortgages
that reflect loan to value rates where the value is considered to be the likely value
following refurbishment. This will enable first time buyers to access the better deals
on the market at lower interest rates, enabling the home to be more affordable, and
the Welsh Government part of the loan to be achieved.

20 See stats wales
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·

Establish a ‘Right to Buy’ in the private rented sector, that means a tenant who has
lived in a property for a period of time (eg: 5 years) would have the legal right to
‘first refusal’ on a house that the landlord intends to sell. In practice this would mean
if the landlord wanted to sell, they would have to give notice to the tenant (say 3
months) who would have this period of notice to raise the finance needed to buy at
a fair market value. They would essentially have first refusal. This would also appeal
to some landlords as a way of avoiding estate agency fees and uncertainty of selling
a property.
Consultation Questions:
1. Have we approached the problem of affordability in the right manner?
2. What else could government do to help first time buyers?
3. Should government also help maintain existing home ownership – for example
through a Mortgage rescue scheme?
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·

Plaid Cymru proposes to substantially increase the rate at which Wales is building
Social Housing. Both Local Authorities and Housing Associations will be key
providers and suppliers. Our National Infrastructure Commission for Wales will
provide finance for this.

·

Plaid Cymru is not persuaded that relaxing planning rules to allow an increase in
private sector housing development is necessary or sustainable.

·

Instead we propose that large developments are planned in partnership with Local
Authorities and Housing Associations, so that the proportion of social housing in
these developments can be substantially increased, we create mixed communities,
and investments in necessary public service infrastructure can accompany these
developments.

·

We will strengthen the voice of local communities in the planning system so that
new developments are sustainable and accompanied by investments in public
services. We believe austerity is incompatible with a desire for more housing and
local democracy.

·

We will strengthen the rights of consumers who buy new-build houses, and change
planning laws to prevent the scandal of unfinished estates, unadopted roads, and
lengthy delays between phases of development.

·

There is the possibility, albeit a possibility likely to be exaggerated in the media by
large developers, that these reforms may slow the rate of house building for the
private sector. Therefore we propose that alternative sources of housing supply be
encouraged through an increase in the focus on bringing empty properties back into
use, the building of Scandinavian style Social Care housing, and encouraging smaller
eco-friendly developments and self-builds.

·

We propose scrapping the use of the term ‘affordable housing’ due to the misleading
way that new builds sold for over 200k to existing home owners through Help To
Buy wales have been classed as contributing to the Welsh Government’s affordable
housing target. Instead we will provide more Social Housing for people on the
lowest incomes, adopting a suitable target specifically for that, and adopt a range of
policies designed to help actual first time buyers get on the ladder.

·

Local Authorities would be required to maintain a ‘plot shop’ – i.e plots of council
land that can be used for self-builds and small eco-developments, which has outline
planning permission. Welsh Government finance will be available for this.
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