Response of the SE London Housing Partnership to ‘Delivering Housing and Regeneration: Communities England and the future of social housing regulation.’

1) Do you agree that the Mixed Communities and Decent Homes roles (listed in Chapter 3) should be transferred to Communities England? If not, why not?

There is a case for the administration of capital funding and programmes relating to Decent Homes being transferred to the new body - it could for example offer a more comprehensive and cohesive approach to housing investment. However the relevance and exact nature of the Mixed Communities role may not be so apparent.   

2) Do you agree that the Housing Market Renewal roles (listed Chapter 3) should be

transferred to Communities England? If not, why not?

This appears to make sense – but at present is of little relevance to SE London. 
3) Do you agree that the Housing Growth roles (listed Chapter 3) should be transferred

Communities England? If not, why not?

It will be essential that the delivery of affordable housing is not compromised by the inclusion of Housing Growth roles – e.g. the level and quality of affordable housing should not be at risk of being diluted in the quest to meet growth targets, also affordable housing investment should not unduly be diverted to ensure delivery of growth targets in particular areas. Some concern has been expressed that there already has been a tendency towards the kind of compromising of affordable housing described above arising from some of the roles of English Partnerships – it is therefore vital that this is not repeated under the aegis of the new body. 
4) Do you agree that the homelessness capital investment delivery role (listed Chapter

should be transferred to Communities England? If not, why not?

We welcome the possibility of a more coherent approach to investment though delivery of investment should not be too disconnected from the CLG’s strategic view of homelessness. 
5) Do you agree that the National Land-Use Database of Previously Developed Land

(outlined above) should be transferred to Communities England? If not, why not?

6) What are your views on Communities England taking on responsibility for the Academy of Sustainable Communities (ASC)? Do you see any difficulties in achieving this, andmaintaining the identity of the ASC?

7) As an alternative approach, what are your views about establishing the ASC as a

separate statutory body?

No comment. 
8) What do you consider to be the pros and cons of each of the existing models (outlined

in Chapter 3); and is there scope to rationalise them?

The pros and cons may vary from one location to another – so there may be a good case for a menu of models though the location of planning responsibilities with the (locally elected) LA Planning Authority should be the starting point. In the case of Thames Gateway some greater clarity about responsibilities might be beneficial. 
9) How can we encourage joint working between local authorities and Communities

England, including through institutional arrangements?

Communities England should have responsibility for supporting suitable local authority led projects e.g. through its funding, purchasing, commissioning. Local authorities should not be required to release assets or funding to Communities England in order to gain greater freedom about use of those assets.

10) Are there any problems with the existing powers (outlined in Chapter 3), which should be changed?

No comment.

11) Do you think the existing compulsory purchase powers outlined above are sufficient

for the range of challenges Communities England faces?

Yes – but any CPO powers must be used in partnership with local authorities and their use without LA consultation would neot be welcome. 
12) Do you agree that these roles should remain within the Department? We would

welcome your views on whether it would be appropriate for these consents to sit with a

regulator rather than ministers.

No particular preference – but it is essential that the issuing of consents is capable of being influenced and guided by the local authority strategic view – e.g. in areas of high demand local authorities should be able to advise against the issuing of consents for disposals of family homes. To offer greater predictability for all parties it is possible that a common LA strategic view would be expressed at sub regional level. 
13) Are there any other Communities and Local Government roles that you think should

transfer to Communities England?

No – though if in due course a national equity release scheme for vulnerable households was developed then this too might logically fit with the new body. 
14) We would welcome suggestions and proposals for helping to take forward a successful investment finance model. Are there other approaches to the provision of support and investment that should be added to the proposed toolbox?

The creation of a new agency offers an opportunity of looking at new ways of investing that draw on the particular strengths of the Housing Corporation and English Partnerships:

a) The agency could focus on the acquisition, assembly and possibly decontamination of land. Land could then be transferred at nil cost to housing associations who rather than bid for grant would have to demonstrate value for money by proposing self funding mixed tenure and mixed use schemes. (Currently EP seeks to remimburse its land assembly costs at disposal – this frequently then has the consequence of requiring considerable investment from the Housing Corporation or, as highlighted in no 3 above, the possibility of a lower quantum or quality of affordable housing being delivered.). The approach proposed may offer a way of harnessing some of the housing association sector’s borowing capacity as well as offer more integrated and sustainable developments. 

b) The agency could commission developers to provide housing for sale and then ensure that such schemes or at least a high proportion of the homes in such schemes went to First Time Buyers. It could do this by purchasing the scheme in it entirity and then taking responsibility for the sales possibly via the HomeBuy Agent or it could offer to underwrite the risk developers say they incur if they seek to sell to home owners rather than to investors. Commissioning schemes in growth areas would reduce the more negative aspects of Buy to Let activity that threaten the sustainability of such areas; it would also offer an ideal vehicle using other funding streams to offer discounts to First time Buyers.

15) We would welcome your views on how you feel Communities England could work

most effectively with the different organisations and structures that support place-shaping.

Close liaison with local authorities would be essential but there are limits to how thinly the new agency could spread itself – so for example meaningful representation on every borough’s LSP might be unrealistic. Sub regions, embracing local authorities as well as other agencies and offering a link to Multi Area Agreements, might present a useful framework or starting point  for effective joint working. 
16) We are considering whether Communities England should have a specific presence in

the Thames Gateway, in addition to the nine English regions. We would welcome your

views on this.

There is a risk of further confusion about responsibilities in the Thames Gateway so merits in a specific CE presence might only be achieved by a wider rationalisation, possibly formalisation, of roles and responsibilities. 
17) Do you agree with the accountability arrangement of Communities England? Are any

further safeguards required?

No comment beyond the need for clear protocols with LAs.

18) Do you agree with the regulator’s proposed status and functions as set out above in

(including independence, the scope of Government directions on rents and standards, and

its objectives)?

Broadly, yes. Some consideration should be given to whether  LAs should be able to set higher local service and management standards. Any freedom to set higher rent levels may not be welcomed by tenants.

19) Do you agree that only core housing functions should be regulated?

Yes – but the regulator may need to develop an awareness of non core functions and on occasion be able to strengthen and support these – the management of mixed tenure schemes including private housing is an example that is currently relevant. We would wish to explore the scope for regulator assessment and monitoring of a wider range of local or sub regional standards, possibly as expressed in CAAs, LAAs or MAAs.

20) Do you agree that all providers should have a duty to engage constructively with local authorities in their place-shaping function?

Yes – but the duty would have to be expressed in practical terms Classically, providers readily sign up to such commitments – and then do nothing!

Also, consideration should be given to other local authority functions such as tackling homelessness.

21) Do you agree with our proposals for the regulator’s intervention and enforcement

powers, including the level of information provision, the role of tenants, local authorities

and others in triggering action, and the increased range of intermediate intervention

powers?

Yes. It should be relatively straightforward for LAs (possibly at sub regional level) to trigger interventions.

22) Do you agree that the regulator’s consent to disposals of RSL stock should continue to be required?

Please see no. 12 above. Arrangements for disposal of RSL stock are of continuing concern and they need to be far more responsive to the strategic views of local authorities (possibly expressed at sub regional level).

23) How should local authority owned social housing be regulated?

24) What are your views about combining the Ombudsman services for tenants of RSLs andlocal authorities under a single ombudsman?

25) What are your views about the location of the regulator of social housing?

26) Do you have any other comments about the proposals, including any practical

implications you think it might have? For example, how can we best ensure we minimise

bureaucracy?

27) Views are also invited on the Partial Regulatory Impact Assessment provided at

Annex B on Communities England.

28) Views are also invited on the Partial Regulatory Impact Assessment provided at

Annex C on the future regulation of social housing.

No comment.

Dave Shiress. Sept 2007.
