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A report by Steve Hilditch, Chair, Housing Review, Future Westminster Commission

This report of the Westminster Housing Review is in four parts:

1. Overview

2. Housing supply

3. Homelessness and Housing Need
4. Housing Management
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PART 1 - OVERVIEW

Purpose and method

The Housing Review was established as part of the Future of Westminster Commission?!
to review policy and advise on the implementation of manifesto commitments in
relation to housing. The very wide remit posed challenges and we agreed a manageable
work programme that did not duplicate other work. For example, we decided that the
existing private rented strategy group was the appropriate forum to take that work
forward, and we have not been involved in the development of the council's empty
homes strategy.

We established three expert groups, and a programme of work was agreed for each:

l

l

T

The Housing Review Group itself focused on housing supply. We examined: the
council's own development programme; the City Plan; the contribution of
registered providers; and the overall resourcing. The group was chaired by Steve
Hilditch and comprised Terrie Arafat, Maureen Corcoran, Janice Morphet, Steve
Partridge, Sandra Skeete, Andy Watson, and Andy Whitley. The Chair of FOWC
Neale Coleman was also heavily engaged with this work.

The Homelessness and Housing Need Group focused on temporary
accommodation; homelessness prevention and decision-making; allocations
policy; rough sleeping. It was chaired by Karen Buck MP and Steve Hilditch and
comprised Justin Bates, Joanna Kennedy, Frances Mapstone, and Giles Peaker.
The Residents Panel, formed to ensure the full involvement of the council's
tenants and leaseholders, discussed priority issues including communications and
engagement, the repairs charter, the leaseholders charter, antisocial behaviour
(ASB) and local service delivery. The Panel members were Damien Anderson,
Felizardo Joaquim Barreto, Helene Bouteille, Inge-Lise Dahl (Inga), Barya El-
Hammoud, Deborah Greenaway, Elsie Hall-Thompson, Andrew Ho, David Kelly,
Lareen Muhammed, David Noble, Amber Noel, Usha Patel, Benjamin Ralph,
Richard Reddy, Fay Sandler, Eve Sinclair, Atanaska lvanova Velkova. Steve Hilditch
chaired the meetings and Maureen Corcoran and Andy Whitley contributed from
the review group. We hope that the work we and the Residents Panel have done
together has started a new and productive relationship between the council and
its tenants and leaseholders.

L https://www.westminster.gov.uk/future-of-westminster
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We are very grateful for the expertise and knowledge our group members brought to
this process and their willingness to make significant contributions often at short notice.

One role was to advise the council ‘in real time'. We were consulted by the Council
Leader and Cabinet Members on a range of emerging issues, including the
government'’s consultation on rent increases, council sales and acquisitions, the role of
intermediate housing, the scope of the council’s hardship funds, local lettings schemes,
and many others. It is rewarding that we are able to report on achievements already
made as well as making recommendations for the future.

We engaged constructively with council officers — too many to name - in dozens of
discussions, and we greatly appreciate the ideas, information and detailed presentations
they shared. This was vitally important to our work because the Review did not have an
independent research resource. We are particularly grateful to Angela Bishop, Daniella
Bonfanti, Adele Clarke, Stephen Ellis, and Theodora Otoo-Quayson for their
organisational support and assistance, and to Sarah McCarthy and Henry Roffy for
supporting our work with the Residents Panel.

Westminster Housing: An uphill battle after decades of neglect
We know that Westminster is a city of extraordinary contrasts: some of the richest and
some of the poorest places in the UK, as evidenced by the emerging Census results.
Property values are extreme, and housing costs are among the highest in the country.
Many of the people who keep Westminster's economy working, without earning high
wages, find the city increasingly unaffordable. Homeownership is a pipe dream even for
those on reasonable pay, and private rents take up an increasing proportion of tenants’
net incomes.

We are lucky that previous generations on Westminster City Council and the GLC built
thousands of council homes on war damaged sites and redundant railway land, creating
what is still the city’s greatest housing asset. Housing associations provided thousands
of affordable homes, initially through acquisition and rehabilitation and then through
new build, adding to the homes built by their Victorian predecessors.

After 1980 council building programs ended and many homes, often the best homes,
were sold under the right to buy. Council housing declined; despite their efforts,
housing associations did not fill the gap. Private renting was deregulated and revived,
filling the yawning gap between very expensive home ownership and very scarce social
housing, but high rents and insecurity, and often poor conditions, added to
unaffordability. After 2010, government support for new homes at social rents declined,
to zero at one point, and social rented housing supply became increasingly inadequate
to meet need.
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Throughout, the key housing responsibilities remained with the council. It alone had the

duty towards homeless people, and it was expected to meet the needs of everyone who
registered for social housing.

On taking office in May 2022 the new council administration inherited a housing crisis
that was decades in the making, nationally and locally. It cannot be overcome by one
council in one term of office, we need a complete reset of national housing strategy
sustained over a decade or more.

The new council must be ambitious and realistic at the same time: stretching every
sinew to provide additional truly affordable homes and to improve the existing housing
stock but knowing it can only ameliorate the growing burden of housing need. It must
confront the old issues, like homelessness and overcrowding, while also tackling the
new, like reducing carbon emissions to net zero and tackling the crisis in energy costs.
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Housing strategy

Westminster has a range of strategic documents that impact on housing?. These
include, for example, the primary planning document, the City Plan®, which will take up
to 3 years to revise to become fit for purpose. The council’s last full Housing Strategy
document was produced in 2015, at the nadir of housing policy, when almost no
additional social rent was being provided. Important changes have taken place since,
notably the removal of the Housing Revenue Account (HRA) ‘cap’ and the limited revival
of social rent through the Mayor’s housing programme, important shifts in the private
market, and new homelessness legislation. The Strategy is seriously out of date
although there are more recent strategic documents, for example the Homelessness
Strategy* (2019-24), the Rough Sleeping Strategy® (2017-22), the Private Rented
Strategy® (2021-25), and the new Truly Affordable Housing Strategy’.

As many of the council’'s housing policies are being or will be reviewed this year, we
recommend that a new Housing Strategy should be published in 2024, close to the
halfway point of the administration, to provide the framework for the council’s initiatives
and to identify further strategic policies that need revision. Strategies are pointless
without delivery so there should also be a detailed Delivery Plan setting out targets,
milestones, and the resources to be deployed and a full Equalities Impact Assessment
to assess how the council is meeting its public sector equality duty.

In the next three chapters we look in turn at the issues of affordable housing supply,
homelessness and housing need, and housing management, reflecting on the
manifesto commitments and how they might be taken forward.

2 https://www.westminster.gov.uk/housing-policy-and-strategy

3 https://www.westminster.gov.uk/media/document/city-plan-2019-2040

4 https://www.westminster.gov.uk/housing-policy-and-strategy/homelessness-strategy

5> https://www.westminster.gov.uk/housing-policy-and-strategy/rough-sleeping-strategy

6 https://www.westminster.gov.uk/housing-policy-and-strategy

7 https://www.westminster.gov.uk/news/truly-affordable-housing-strategy-part-one-councils-own-development-
programme
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Our key recommendations

Detailed advice and suggestions are included in each chapter, but below we summarise
our key recommendations:

Strategy
The council should publish a new Housing Strategy, together with a Delivery Plan and
an Equalities Impact Assessment, in 2024 looking 3-5 years ahead.

Housing management
The council should

 Re-appoint the Residents Panel for the remainder of the year, appointing a
permanent panel in 2024;

e Support and grow local Residents Associations to put them on a stronger footing
and incorporate them within the Residents Panel,;

* Negotiate the new Repairs Charter with the Panel by 2024, in good time to
influence the specification and procurement of new repairs contracts;

* Note the pressures in the repairs system, which might require additional funding
in 2023/24 and subsequently, extending and implementing the proposed
improvement plan as quickly as possible;

 Develop an asset management plan for the council’'s housing stock, including
addressing the Ombudsman’s recommendations for damp and mould and
implementing Awaab's Law;

» Negotiate the new Leaseholders Charter to launch in 2024;

o« Continue to prioritise improvements in communications with residents and
continuous improvement at the call centre, reviewing progress in Autumn 2023;

« Implement as soon as possible the proposed increase in local service points with
a new 5th Service Centre at Mozart Estate, other estate offices where possible,
and an expansion in the number of surgeries;

 Develop a management action plan aimed at improving the consistency of
frontline service delivery designed to build satisfaction with services;

« Continue to develop practical ideas to support residents facing hardship like the
rent support fund;

e Consolidate the 2023/24 cost of service improvements into HRA base budgets;

 Continue to review recharges to the HRA from the rest of the council to ensure
they are reasonable and justifiable.
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Housing supply

The council should:

Retain high level political support for and oversight of the Truly Affordable Homes
strategy;

Adopt a ‘whole council’ approach as set out in the report to maximise truly
affordable housing, embedding the three priorities of a) social rent homes, b)
intermediate homes for key workers, and c) high quality temporary
accommodation in all related programmes across the whole council; and publish
an annual delivery plan covering all supply initiatives;

Increase the priority given to the acquisition of homes for permanent social
rented housing and for high quality temporary accommodation;

Develop a new Housing Compact with registered providers in the city setting out
all the areas where the council and RPs should collaborate;

Look to augment council resources by investigating a flexible range of new
partnerships with institutional finance (e.g. pension funds), registered providers,
especially those with a commitment to Westminster, intermediate homes
providers, and community-based housing organisations;

Develop the role of Westminster Community Homes (WCH) as a flexible vehicle
to innovate and problem solve difficult cases;

Affirm its commitment to achieving as a minimum the current City Plan target of
35% affordable housing in developments across the city, with 50% on public land,
and press on with the revision of the City Plan to reflect its housing priorities.

Homelessness and Housing Need
The council should:
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Establish an overarching Westminster Homelessness Board chaired by a senior
politician;

Ensure that services have secure funding and plans in place to cope with a likely
increase in homelessness over the next few years;

Prioritise additional resources for prevention of homelessness and early
intervention;

Lobby government to make Local Housing Allowances realistic in relation to TA
costs and to increase homelessness grant;

Agree and implement a ‘Westminster Offer’ to households in TA setting out the
services and support that will be provided;

Rigorously monitor and enforce standards in TA;

Press on with the allocations review taking account of our agenda of issues;
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Develop a management action plan to improve the consistency of frontline
service delivery and decision-making, focusing on learning from experience,
feedback from complaints and casework, and a better understanding of the
customer experience of the service;

Agree a tendering strategy for the Housing Solutions Service, identifying parts of
the service that would be better delivered in-house, with a clear specification on
early intervention, casework management, and getting decisions right first time;
Press on with the revised rough sleeping strategy, co-produced through a new
Rough Sleeping Partnership, making leadership on rough sleeping a political
priority for the council.
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PART 2 — HOUSING SUPPLY

Introduction

The new administration identified building new council, social and lower rent homes as
its top policy priority and one of the most important areas for the Commission to advise
on. Improving housing supply is a daunting task but we see three key priorities:

1 to help meet the housing needs of residents living on low incomes, the
overwhelming priority is to maximise the number of homes available at social
rents (or the Mayor’'s London Affordable Rent).

i to assist groups on moderate incomes, a second priority is to provide
‘intermediate housing’ targeted mainly at key workers.

1 to help meet the council's homelessness statutory duties, a third priority is to
increase the supply of good quality and more local temporary accommodation.

There is no silver bullet: the council needs to act on all possible fronts to maximise
delivery. To this end we have collaborated with the council to:

1 make changes to its own development programme on its own land, increasing
the supply of social rented homes significantly;

1 maximise grants from the GLA to support extra activity, including acquisitions;

1 review the major regeneration schemes to get more social rent homes and more
GLA grant;

1 review the City Plan to improve the supply of social rented homes through
planning gain;

1 encourage registered providers to provide more affordable homes in the city;

1 examine all sources of funding - the housing revenue account, general fund,
affordable housing fund, and externally, to bring resources to bear on the
affordable housing supply issue.

The council’'s own development programme

Our first concern was to increase the supply of truly affordable housing from the
council's own development programme. This led to a comprehensive review by officers
culminating in a report to Cabinet® in October, which included a Commission note®.

8 https://www.westminster.gov.uk/news/truly-affordable-housing-strategy- part-one-councils-own-development-
programme
*https://committees.westminster.gov.uk/documents/s49144/Cabinet%20report%20comments%200ctob
er%202022.pdf
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The revised policy enabled the initial delivery of 143 additional social rented homes in
existing schemes plus 17 additional right to buy backs for social rent. A new approach to
co-operation with the London Mayor also led to 158 additional social rented homes in
current regeneration schemes, based on positive resident ballots which have since been
achieved.

The council now plans to deliver over 1,000 council homes for social rent on its own
land during the lifetime of the administration, plus 191 intermediate and 712 market sale
with £60M additional GLA funding secured so far. In February 2023 the council also
announced funding to buy 270 homes for use as temporary accommodation.

The report established new principles to govern future council schemes where private
sales cross-subsidise the provision of affordable homes. For example, in future council
schemes the balance of affordable housing between intermediate and social rent
homes would be switched from 60:40 to 30:70.

In addition to large capital schemes, opportunities exist within the existing stock to
solve individual families’ problems by adding rooms — for example, converting suitable
one-bed homes to 2-beds as proposed by Westminster Community Homes, extensions
and loft conversions. The council should make sure budgets are available to take such
opportunities when they arise.

Social Housing Households 26.9k (28.3%) Census 2021
—was 25.9% in 2011

Private Rented Households 411k (43.3%) Census 2021
- was 39.7% in 2011

Households in 2.8k WCC Housing, Feb 23
Temporary Accommodation

Temporary Accommodation 44% WCC Housing, Feb 23
in Westminster

Waiting list for 10 years for a 2 bed WCC Housing
Council Housing 16 years for a 3 bed
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Planning and affordable housing

The council's development plan policies should make the maximum contribution
possible to meeting local housing need and increasing the supply of affordable housing.
In recent years delivery of affordable homes through the planning system has been
disappointing: in 2020/21 just 9% of new homes were affordable; in 2021/22 this
declined further to 6%. At Autumn 2022, only 21% of homes on site were affordable.
Private development activity remains at a low ebb.

After early discussions, the Cabinet Member for Planning agreed the council should
undertake a partial review of the City Plan and commission a new housing needs
assessment. As a first step, the 'Regulation 18’ consultation'® considered priorities and
possible approaches. We held a round table discussion with officers in November 2022,
making a formal submission shortly afterwards, and we have commented in detail on
the proposals for the housing needs study as they have developed.

There will be several lengthy stages before a revised City Plan is agreed. At this point our
specific recommendations would be:

1 the council should remain wholly committed to achieving the current City Plan
target of 35% affordable housing in developments across the city as a minimum,
investigate the option of moving to 40% as some councils have done, and share
the London Mayor's aspiration for the future that 50% of all additional homes
should be affordable.

1 the housing needs assessment should recommend a new definition of
affordability based on the council’s starting point that ‘truly affordable housing’ is
a) social rented homes where the rents are set within the government’s target
rents regime or the Mayor’s definition of London Affordable Rent; or b)
intermediate homes targeted at key workers in alignment with the Mayor’s
definition of London Living Rent.

1 in defining affordability in relation to incomes, the council should set a rate of
between 35 and 40% of net incomes going on housing costs, but should avoid
using ‘average incomes’, which are particularly misleading in the Westminster
context, even in the most deprived wards.

1 the council should pursue its policy to reverse the current 60/40 balance
between intermediate and social rented homes (within the 35% affordable target),
subject to the new housing needs assessment. This would be more in line with
other London boroughs.

1 the target should be to achieve a minimum of 50% affordable homes on public
land and the council should actively and thoroughly review its own portfolio of

10 https://www.westminster.gov.uk/planning-building-and-environmental-regulations/planning-policy/city-plan-
partial-review
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land and buildings for development opportunities. The council should pursue the
principle that public land in Westminster should remain in public hands, with
council leadership on development wherever appropriate.

1 the council should target intermediate homes to key workers who serve the
community. We believe that there will be great support for a scheme which
delivers homes to nurses, teachers, blue light workers, transport workers, and
others who serve the community on modest incomes. To prioritise those in
greatest need we support an income limit of £60,000 a year with some flexibility
for two income key worker households. The council should also accept that
‘intermediate housing’ is no longer a short-term steppingstone to home
ownership; it is a housing destination where tenants may stay for the long term.
Shared and low-cost home ownership should be kept under review should they
become more viable in future.

1 given the scale of need for affordable housing in the city the council should seek
a contribution to affordable housing from all schemes including those with fewer
than ten homes, like policies adopted in other boroughs where the evidence
suggests there is no direct correlation between scheme size and viability.

1 the council should retain the City Plan policy (aligned to the National Planning
Policy Framework) that affordable homes should be provided within each
development wherever possible, off site as an alternative, with payment-in-lieu
as the final and least favoured option. This policy is stronger in terms of mixed
communities and payment-in-lieu offers poor value in terms of providing
affordable homes elsewhere.

1 where affordable housing is to be provided on site the social provider that is to
own the affordable homes should be involved in scheme design and specification
as early as possible and before planning consent is agreed, to enable the social
provider’s reasonable requirements to be included.

1 the council should examine ways to ensure that viable ‘build to rent’ schemes
provide a share of affordable homes at social rents.

1 the council should remove the current City Plan’s unusual restrictions on
acquisitions which change the tenure of the property.

1 the council should be proactive in encouraging suitable development: actively
searching for new sites (e.g. working with faith groups, health service, car park
owners, TFL, owners of single story buildings) helping to identify and assemble
sites, using powers like CPO, and collaborating on sites that have stalled.

1 In encouraging the achievement of higher numbers of affordable homes, we
recognise that quality is also a key issue and that the City Plan’s policies for
design, place, environment, carbon-reduction, well-being, and open space must
also be robust.

We have also commented on the council's ‘retrofit first” policy in relation to the City
Plan review and this issue is covered in the Commission’s wider report.
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Registered Providers (RPs)

RPs, in the traditional form of housing associations, have had a major impact in the city
over generations, often with the council’s active support and financial backing. Today,
RPs provide nearly 16,000 homes in the city and nearly 1,100 homes to help the council
meet its duties to provide temporary accommodation.

In recent years, land and development costs in Westminster have meant RPs have been
able to build more new homes with their funds elsewhere in London. This is
understandable but does not help Westminster City Council to comply with its statutory
duties to meet housing need, which is our primary concern.

Recent RP activity in Westminster has focused on buying 's.106" homes from private
developers and providing TA, with only a little new build. Some RPs are looking to scale
back their new development programmes due to major challenges concerning the
condition of their existing housing stock.

Despite the constraints we were keen to explore with RPs whether their partnership
with the council could be reinvigorated to deliver more genuinely affordable homes. We
issued a discussion paper and held a round table which was attended by most of the
significant RPs working in the city. We are grateful for their constructive input and their
stated willingness to collaborate with the council in future. The Housing (Regulation)
Bill, the Better Social Housing Review and the G15's (group of London’s largest RPs) new
‘Offer to London’ all indicate that the time is right for the council and RPs to establish a
new cooperative relationship.

We shared information about the difficulty of getting viable schemes in Westminster.
Working with the council on its own land is the best opportunity, notably where the
council has unfunded smaller sites or when future windfall sites emerge. Flexible
partnerships led by the council might be an effective way forward, involving
combinations of ‘preferred provider’ RPs, institutional investors, specialist ‘intermediate
housing’ RPs, and smaller community-based organisations that might manage stock.
The council could package small sites to get benefits of scale. Free land and council
subsidy are necessary to make schemes viable, but the alternative is the council bearing
the full development cost itself. We hope that this approach might also attract into
Westminster more funding from the GLA's cross-London contracts with RPs.

The council should also encourage RPs to provide additional TA. The recent NHG
initiative with Resonance’s National Homelessness Property Fund!! shows there is
potential for new models of provision involving RPs. As substantial organisations

1 https://www.nhg.org.uk/news/news/press-releases/deal-adds-590-new-homes-to-temporary-housing - portfolio/
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operating in the city, RPs should be important partners in a range of council initiatives,
for example in preventing homelessness and tackling anti-social behaviour. The very
positive response from RPs to the Commission’s initiative around combined work in
North Paddington will help set a new relationship.

We recommend that the council and RPs should agree a new ‘Compact’ which sets
out the future relationship and commitment to cooperate. The Compact should cover:

1 collaboration on housing delivery

1 sharing information/benchmarking to implement the new regulatory regime and
tenant engagement initiatives;

1 co-operation on initiatives to help residents with energy and cost-of-living costs;

1 sharing information and best practice on new approaches to procurement, fire
safety, the treatment of damp and mould, tenancy sustainment and
homelessness prevention;

9 protocols on the sale of assets in Westminster and reinvestment in the city; and

1 co-operating on initiatives in particular neighbourhoods including work relating
to crime prevention, employment, social care provision, and placemaking.

Future resources

We assisted the council to review the resources available to provide truly affordable
housing: framing the negotiations with the GLA, setting the HRA budget for 2023/24
and considering the Affordable Housing Fund and the Community Infrastructure Levy.
The HRA budget was a difficult exercise this year and we acknowledge the skill officers
have shown in creating a budget which protects the capital programme, maximises the
protection from inflation offered to tenants and begins to deliver on the manifesto
commitments to improve services.

Funding of affordable housing has come under increasing pressure in recent years. The
council has done well to use its own funding and GLA grant to provide more social rent
homes, and it should go as far as it prudently can in future to put resources into
affordable housing provision. While the HRA has been the central focus, there are limits
to the borrowing that can be achieved through the ring-fenced account and the AHP
(Affordable Housing Fund) is also finite. It was beyond our brief to look at the wider
financial position of the council, but further work should be done to explore the use of
the General Fund capital account and the extent to which the council's significant
reserves can be used to support affordable housing or TA provision. As we have argued,
RPs could be encouraged to do more in the city, contributing their resources to match
council subsidy and free land.

Thinking ahead, there is great uncertainty over the current funding model for affordable
housing. Government spending on affordable homes falls off a cliff after 2025/26,
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dropping from £2233m to £529m on current plans. There is also an important shift
nationally towards for-profit providers and the use of institutional investment and equity
finance. Some commentators believe such investors will become key partners in
delivery in the years to come. The council has to be alive to all of these possibilities.
Although we are encouraging the council to develop partnership working and to
investigate all sources of funding, we also believe the council should be clear about the
tests it will apply. Rents should be genuinely affordable, standards should be high,
tenants should be secure, and landlords should be accountable to and be engaged with
their tenants.

In summary: a whole council approach

The Commission’s note to Cabinet in October identified further options to maximise
delivery of truly affordable homes. The council agreed to commission consultants to
challenge and review policy across the board. Drawing on the consultants’ report and
following further discussions with officers and the review team, we summarise below
how the council should embed the aim of maximising social rented housing across the
whole organisation.

The key requirement for a successful long-term truly affordable housing strategy is:

An integrated council-wide approach with clear strategic objectives
clear delivery plans, and more partnerships.

To this end the council should:

Strategic Management

1 maintain the existing strong political leadership of development policy with no
dilution in determination to maximise the delivery of social rented homes.

1 review the council’s entire portfolio of land and buildings — general fund as well
as HRA, in and out of borough - to find additional supply opportunities. In
assessing the best price for land, the council’s cost-benefit should include the
trade-off between income for land and the costs of homelessness.

1 keep management arrangements under review so there is an overarching ‘whole
council” affordable housing delivery team involving all relevant council services.

1 adoptits own clear definition of Truly Affordable Housing to guide future work,
based on its strategic priorities to deliver social rented homes and intermediate
homes targeted at key workers.

1 define affordability so it takes account of the income distribution in each ward
not misleading averages.

1 publish an annual delivery plan covering all council housing supply initiatives.
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Partnerships

T

agree a new ‘Compact’ with RPs operating in the city and involve them more
heavily in a range of flexible future partnerships, adding resources and technical
capacity.

cultivate a range of new funding partners, notably institutional investors like
pension funds, wherever the council’'s objectives can be secured. A flexible
approach to future development packages (funding and delivery) would allow the
council to 'triage’ each possible scheme for the best solution.

continue support for intermediate housing, which will be delivered in substantial
numbers in council, RP, and private schemes, but re-purpose it to focus more
clearly on key workers.

maintain a watching brief in case a significant home ownership offer becomes
possible in the future, accepting the current reality that LCHO and shared
ownership are rarely viable in Westminster.

Prioritising acquisitions

T

integrate market acquisitions for permanent social rented homes into capital
programme planning as it can provide homes more quickly and at a lower cost
than new build.

intensify the search for suitable TA close to home, reducing the burden on
general fund revenue by maximising purchases of additional TA, investigating all
financing options including greater use of the already strong general fund capital
programme, RP resources, institutional finance, and joint venture partnerships.
take on board the consultants’ analysis that the acquisition option offers the
strongest additional benefit: purchases could be achieved in-borough at higher
cost, but significantly greater value can be achieved out-borough. As the viable
price point for TA purchases is higher than for homes for social rent (because
charges are higher), all options should be examined including street properties,
portfolios and large building conversion.

the council has delivered its manifesto commitment to end the sale of council-
owned homes at auction except if they are in exceptional standards of disrepair.
We think the council should keep this under review in case opportunities arise in
future where it can be demonstrated that additional housing capacity could be
achieved by, for example, selling studio flats in some parts of the city and buying
family homes elsewhere.
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Resources and viability

T

noting that cross-subsidy from private sale in new development is the most
effective model available at present to achieve the highest possible levels of
social rented homes, the council should actively lobby:

0 central government for additional investment and realistic local housing
allowance levels;

0 the Mayor for greater recognition of the higher costs that have to be met
to achieve viability in Westminster, to access a fair share of the London RP
programme;

0 London councils and the GLA to bolster pan-London co-operation on
allocations, mobility, TA procurement, and rough sleeping.

investigate, to better understand, why council build rates are higher than the
private sector, what higher standards derive from extra cost, using this
knowledge to incorporate future requirements for higher standards and net zero
carbon.

review the valuation method used to assess HRA schemes, moving to a 50-60
year assessment of schemes where justified and if fit for purpose for the HRA.
generate additional income by consistently applying target social rents to new
homes (excluding regeneration returners) to support new development
valuations, and by applying CPI+ rent increases to normal voids.

the council should be determined in its resolve not to repeat the previous
experience of RPs selling housing assets in Westminster and investing them
elsewhere. Any sales must demonstrably be reinvested in the city.

Delivery

T
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maintain an absolute commitment to achieving a minimum of 35% affordable
housing across all developments, with 50% on public land, rising in future to
meet the mayor's aspiration for 50% overall (see more below).

adopt a clear council view that, in the wider development market, obtaining units
on site through planning gain is more advantageous than receiving commuted
sums from developers.

encourage private development within a strong policy framework so as to
maximise contributions to truly affordable housing, enhancing the council’s role
as a strategic and interventionist enabler, tackling stalled schemes and helping
with land assembly, using powers like CPO as well as the council’s influence.
although we have not reviewed the council's management of its own land
holdings, the council should ensure that its approach is proactive, clearly
prioritising the release of land for housing from its own large asset base.

concur with the consultants’ analysis that the council has an appropriate mix of
vehicles to undertake development, with Westminster Builds and Westminster
Community Homes and the option of creating joint ventures.
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recognise that the existence of an RP within the council development family
offers a real opportunity to create a test bed for more experimental approaches
and ‘problem solving’ in very difficult cases. For example, we are attracted by
WCH's imaginative scheme to convert suitable one-bedroom flats to two. By
creating a small capital budget, WCH could use its flexibility to operate across
sectors to explore bespoke solutions to seemingly intractable cases.

the council should welcome practical small-scale suggestions to relieve housing
need, such as making adaptations to existing homes, changing internal layouts,
or adding rooms in loft spaces.

the council should look to collaborate closely with those RPs that have a
consistent Westminster focus, growing smaller housing organisations with a clear
local commitment, and look at the potential of housing co-operatives and local
Community Benefit Societies.
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PART 3 - HOMELESSNESS AND HOUSING NEED

Introduction

To help the new administration to deliver its Manifesto commitment to tackle
homelessness and housing need, we focussed on four specific areas:

prevention and decision-making
temporary accommodation
allocations

1 rough sleeping.

E R e

We are grateful to officers for several detailed presentations and their positive
commitment to improving services. We had helpful meetings with RMG (the council’s
homelessness contractor), WHP (the group of agencies working on rough sleeping),
Justlife, Cardinal Hume Centre, Zacchaeus 2000 Trust, LSE's Professor Christine
Whitehead and Smith Institute’s Leo Pollak.

Westminster has an existing Homelessness Strategy (2019-24)'?2 and Action Plan?’.
These need to be revised in due course. The Action Plan proposed an overall
Homelessness Partnership Board, which was put in abeyance during the pandemic.
The council participates in many boards that impact homelessness, but an integrated
and comprehensive response is needed to homelessness and housing need issues, sO
this board should now be established, chaired by a senior politician, and including
people with lived experience of homelessness.

Homelessness trends

The upward trajectory of homelessness and housing need is unlikely to abate. LSE's
Professor Whitehead explained the national and regional trends which are largely
beyond local control. Modelling by Heriot-Watt University for the Crisis Homelessness
Monitor indicates that, without effective policy changes, TA placements are set to
almost double (as a percentage of all households) over the next 20 years in England.

The council must put plans and funding in place over the next few years as best it can
to assist more people being threatened with homelessness, more people being owed
a duty by the council, and to provide more temporary accommodation (TA).

2 https://www.westminster.gov.uk/housing-policy-and-strategy/homelessness-strategy
13 https://www.westminster.gov.uk/media/document/homelessness-strategy-action-plan---2021-update
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This is the inevitable local consequence of the enduring housing crisis. Access to private
renting is getting harder, rents are rising, and evictions seem to be increasing as well.
There is concern that promised government action to end ‘no fault’ evictions risks
increasing homelessness in the short term if landlords take pre-emptive action.

Professor Whitehead showed that the lack of move-on accommodation is the critical
factor in the increase in TA. The council has made a huge effort to mitigate these trends
by increasing the supply of new social rent homes. However, ‘re-lets’ of existing social
homes are declining as existing tenants are less likely to move on.

We welcome officers’ commitment to redesign this front-line service, consult with
I, <xperience and good practice and from across the
The Rough Sleeping be this year and we support the
commitment of the and agenciesto -

prevention and casework are most important
areas for the council to was a stated in the - Action
but the work is many people the Housing
Solutions ata than
homelessness ina year and
private homes through in terms an
the

The has ideas for should be
There are areas where we would like to see for

T we the based on close working between housing and
health to encourage the of through early
with private landlords and tenants to be effective would like to
see it out
1 thereis astrong over between early and and
and we need make services as as including
to housing
1 all organisations should be about the duty to
with the aim to early all
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