
Putting a
   Roof over
 our Heads

The Wolmar for London 
Housing Vision



Wolmar for London 2

Devolve property 
taxes to London

Update
Council Tax 

Create a Land 
Value Tax 

 A better deal 
for renters 

A new homes 
delivery agency

Stop the wrong 
sort of development

Restrict 
overseas buyers

Retrofit 
home insulation

Our 
Vision
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The Right to Buy exacerbated the 
shortage in social housing and created 
an unintended consequence with buy-
to-let landlords obtaining housing at a 
discount and then letting it to tenants 
at much higher than social rent, with 
the difference being made up from the 
public purse through housing benefits. 
It is almost impossible to conceive of 
a more lop-sided policy. This could be 
made much worse if the Tories ever 
manage to force housing associations to 
sell-off their homes at huge discounts. 

A failure to build the new and 
genuinely affordable housing that the 
capital needs has seen house prices 
increase more than 18 per cent in 
just one year, with rental prices rising 
by 5 per cent, well above inflation. 

Figures from the Valuation Office 
Agency show that things are set 
to get worse, with rents projected 
to rise a further 20 per cent in the 
next two years, meaning that a two-
bedroom flat in Newham would 
cost around £1,800 a month. 

Londoners love having made this 
remarkable, green and pleasant city 
their home. But it is a tale of two cities. 
Too many people are living in cramped, 
insecure and miserable accommodation, 
often damp and hard to keep warm.

The Wolmar for London campaign wants 
to deliver a more affordable London 
so that ordinary people are able to live 
and work in the capital. The campaign 
is focused on increasing the supply 
of affordable housing, bringing rents 
under control, making transport more 
accessible and delivering a Living Wage.

London’s housing stock is very 
expensive and relatively old compared 
with the rest of the country, with 15 per 
cent dating from the 19th century or 
earlier, and more than half from before 
1940. Only one in ten of London’s 
homes have been built since 1991. 

In April 2015, BBC Panorama exposed 
the return of slum landlords, cashing-
in on housing benefit tenants with 
dangerous and illegal overcrowding. 
Housing experts confirm that Tory 
housing policy has been a disaster 
not only for the many millions who 
need social housing - including the 
key workers that London depends 
upon - but also taxpayers. 

The biggest strain on 
household budgets has 
come from the rising costs 
of having somewhere to live.

How London can fund 
its housing renaissance
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By 2030, London is expected to become 
the first city in Europe to be home to 
10 million people. The GLA Housing 
Strategy 2014 forecasts that London will 

require between approximately 49,000 
(2015-2036) and 62,000 (2015-2026) 
more homes to be built every year. The 
current London Mayor has planned 
a target of just 42,000 new homes to 
be built (2015-2018) which include 
some of the 38 massive and sometimes 
controversial ‘opportunity areas’ already 
underway, including Nine Elms and 
Battersea, Lower Lee and Stratford, 
Earls Court and Elephant and Castle. 

But big claims about the numbers of 
new homes are irrelevant if many are 
designed solely for an export market 
that will not house any Londoners. 
We need the right sort of homes. 

A key part of the solution to London’s 
housing cost crisis is increasing 
the supply of housing, particularly 
genuinely affordable homes. Indeed, 

the precise meaning of 
words here has become 
important. ‘Affordable’ is 
a technical term meaning 
anything up to 80 per cent 
of market rent which, for 
the most part, is completely 

unaffordable for ordinary Londoners. 
Rents have to be at social housing 
levels, which means closer to 50 per 
cent of market rents in London.

We must allow councils and housing 
associations to increase borrowing to 
fund the comprehensive social housing 
building programme that we need. 
We also need a stable rental sector. In 
other places such as California, New 
York and Germany, there are limits 
on rent increases that prevent the 
huge year-on-year rises we see in 
London. And people have security of 
tenure, an important part of creating 
long-term sustainable communities.

Those new homes that have been built have too 
often been the wrong type of housing – luxury 
flats in which no ordinary Londoner will ever be 
able to afford, but which are marketed to foreign 
investors to use as a safe refuge for hot money. 

(Left)
These new homes 
on Union Sq in 
Islington do not fit 
the social housing 
stereotype, but 
they are rented 
at £92/week for a 
2-bed (2012).
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We agree that those who are elected 
by Londoners to govern London 
should have the ability to use a 
little more of what is paid in taxes 
here to make our city a better place 
to live and work in, and to visit. 

Funding London 
& Future Growth
Control over London’s own business 
rates and property taxes, based on 
location values, is the key to a better 
city as well as more accountable 
government. We are confident that 
intelligent reform of taxation in the 
capital can underpin a renaissance in 
London government and London life.

We strongly support the proposals 
of the London Finance Commission 
published in May 2013. It concluded 
that a ‘modest change in taxation’ 
could help equip London to meet the 
challenges of the 21st century, not least 
how to accommodate a population 
growing at 2,000 people per week. 

We believe that London needs a 
tax base that reflects its size and 
economic importance; as well as a 
revenue raising apparatus that comes 
a little nearer to providing its city 
leaders with the level of resources 
available in New York and Paris and 
other great cities around the world. 

The British property market is both 
alluring to foreign investors and 

peculiarly dysfunctional. One of the 
flaws at its heart is the Council Tax 
system, which seems designed to 
entrench inequality and unfairness. 
No other advanced country has 
such a property tax, which enables 
people in massive multi-million pound 
properties to pay the same as those 
in relatively ordinary housing. 

What the London Finance Commission 
called a ‘logical step towards a 
stronger and more productive system 
of London government’ depends on 
tax reform that empowers London to 
use a small proportion of the huge 
revenues it currently pays in taxes to 

the national exchequer, in order to 
make a success of running London. 
It could mean London requires a 
smaller share of national revenues.  

London wants the opportunity 
to show what it can do as a 
more self-funded city.



Wolmar for London 6

Our 
Policies

After nearly three years of travelling 
the capital, canvassing and listening to 

Londoners, we have developed this set of 
key policies for London homes and funding 

London and its future growth.
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Devolve property 
taxes to London
• The principal property taxes (Council 

Tax, business rates, annual tax 
on enveloped dwellings, but not 
stamp duty) should be devolved 
to London government that would 
have responsibility for setting 
the tax rates and authority over 
all matters, including revaluation, 
banding and discounts. 

• A Wolmar mayoralty will work 
with the London boroughs and 
the Government to agree which 
property taxes should go to the 
GLA/Mayoralty and which to the 
boroughs. Stamp duty receipts may 
best remain as Treasury income.

• The yields of these newly devolved 
taxes should be offset through 
corresponding reductions in grant 
to ensure a fiscally neutral position 
for the Exchequer at the outset.

• All business rates income should be 
devolved to London government 
including the responsibility for 
the timing of revaluations. London 
government should be free to 
determine such issues as discounts 
and tax breaks, and should have 
the freedom to use business 
rates to undertake ‘Enterprise 
Zone’ style interventions.

• Control over its own business 
rates and property taxes, based on 
location values, is the key to better 
London as well as more accountable 
government. We are confident that 
intelligent reform of taxation in the 
capital can underpin a renaissance in 
London government and London life.

Updating   
Council Tax 
• There is a need to introduce extra 

Council Tax bands that properly 
reflect changes in location values. 
Council Tax, especially in London, 
has become a highly regressive 
tax, one which fails to capture the 
exceptional increase in wealth tied 
to rising location values enjoyed by 
London’s wealthiest property owners. 

• The rateable values upon which 
the Council Tax in London and 
elsewhere in Britain are based 
are decades out of date. They 
are in urgent need of review. The 
Council Tax banding system, not just 
outdated valuations, also needs to 
be brought into the 21st century.
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Create a Land 
Value Tax 
• The London Finance Commission 

called for London’s elected leaders 
to have control of 100 per cent of 
the capital’s business rates (and 
its other property taxes). Business 
rates, which are generally re-
valued every five years, were due 
to be revalued in 2015, but this has 
now been postponed to 2017. 

• We believe that from 2017 the 
rates should be based on annually 
updated site values. We accept that 
London businesses should have 
time to prepare for and adapt to 
change. For this reason we believe 
that business rates should be set 
to raise the same total revenue 
as National Non Domestic Rates 
would have done in 2017 without 
revaluation. The rate should then be 
amended, in subsequent years, to 
reflect changing location values (with 
the necessary revaluations carried 
out annually) so that the revenue 
from the rates matches changes 
in the general level of prices. This 
will ensure that from 2018 onwards 
the total yield of Business Rates 
in London will grow (or decline) in 
line with the Retail Price Index. 

• This modest reform would also 
include the abolition of reliefs on 
unused business sites so that land 
being held unused but is zoned for 

business use is properly accounted 
for within the business rating system. 
Owners of vacant sites will then be 
incentivised to bring it into use or 
sell it to someone who can do so. 

A better deal 
for renters 
• The current GLA strategy for renting 

includes ‘voluntary accreditation’ and 
encouraging the option of longer 
tenancies by private landlords with 
limited benefit. London landlords 
will be expected to offer longer 
tenancies of three years or more. 

• Annual rent rises will be allowed 
within the longer tenancies, 
capped at RPI level. Rip-off letting 
fees to tenants will be banned.

• The London Rental Standard will be 
reviewed and strengthened following 
consultation, to protect renters and 
help landlords and agents offer a 
quality service to Londoners.

• A Rogue Landlord Taskforce will 
be set up by the Mayor to ensure 
that London boroughs, and others 
with enforcement powers, have the 
information and tools to educate and 
deter rogue landlords who break 
the law and put Londoners at risk.



Bridport House in Hackney 
offers 100% social housing. 

A Wolmar mayoralty will 
ensure land is obtained at 

its pre-planning permission 
value, a key feature to ensure 

affordable developments.
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(Above)
The Royal Borough of 
Kensington and Chelsea has 
the highest proportion of empty 
homes in the capital, with 
foreign buyers accounting for 
20% of all property purchases.

A new Homes 
Delivery Agency 
• The GLA Housing Strategy 2014 

expects the London boroughs, 
housing associations and the 
private sector to build a minimum 
of 42,000 extra homes per year. 

• To increase the pace GLA commission 
a New Homes Delivery Agency 
to lead this work, focused on 
brownfield sites in London. This 
will be a stronger version of the 
London Land Commission proposed 
by the current administration and 
will work towards ensuring land 
is obtained at its pre-planning 
permission value, a key feature to 
ensure affordable developments.
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A Mayor willing 
to call-in bad 
developments
• Some of the big ‘opportunity areas’ 

being built could have been much 
better, proving more truly affordable 
housing, had more investment 
money been available. Some other 
developments, like Earls Court, 
should never have been approved.

• Christian Wolmar has met with many 
Londoners who are appalled by how 
their homes are to be redeveloped 
with scant regard to what they 
wanted. To stop developers and 
local authorities riding roughshod 
over Londoners, poor schemes will 
be called-in and stopped. 

• A Wolmar mayoralty would  
call-in bad developments that fail to 
demonstrate they positively contribute 
to a more Affordable, Liveable and 
Sustainable London and a clear 
framework will be included in the 
London Plan to guide developers.

Empty properties 
and overseas buyers
• The GLA is right to have targets that 

less than 1 per cent of London’s 
homes are empty for six months or 
more, and London boroughs must 

use all the tools they already have 
to remove financial incentives that 
encourage some to buy-to-leave. 
Homes that are persistently left empty 
will be compulsorily purchased and 
let through housing associations. 

• Planning permission for major 
schemes will require sale to 
domestic purchasers and punitive 
Council Tax rates will be imposed on 
homes left empty. London homes 
should not become a commodity 
traded on the global market.

Faster ‘warm 
homes’ retrofit
• There is cross-party agreement on 

home insulation but far too little is 
being done. The current Mayor’s 
plans are too slow, with a target of 
retrofitting all poorly insulated homes 
by 2030. We can do much better than 
this if local retrofitting businesses are 
set up, training and employing local 
people to do the work and crucially, 
organised on street-by-street, 
block-by-block basis. Additional 
Green Deal funding will be needed 
but Londoners will do the work.
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