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Introduction

We are pleased that this debate has been secured. Whilst housing as a political issue continues to rise in importance, we need to ensure that the debate has a national flavour and that the issues concerning us in the North are given due attention and appropriate policy responses are drafted. Whilst the title of the debate addresses “affordable housing”, the policy response needs to be nuanced enough to consider both the rising affordability pressures, but also not lose sight of the quality agenda. 

This briefing note is aligned with ones being produced by the North West and Yorkshire and Humber Housing Forums. However, as the Consortium is a pan northern body this paper will address issues from all three of the Northern regions. 

Housing and the Economy

The northern regions are committed to reducing the economic output gap between the north and the English average. Through a range of activities including the Northern Way, programmes are in place to create the right economic environment to support growth in the North. The regeneration of our places, and the delivery of an attractive and affordable range of housing choices are important elements of this environmental make up. 

Our city regions are developing city region development plans which set out their ambitions for economic growth. These are not viewed by Government as part of their “growth areas, growth poles agenda”, nevertheless some sub regions are projecting significant economic growth in the coming years – for example the North East region (predominantly based around city regions of Tyne and Wear and Tees Valley) have set an ambition of 73,000 additional jobs by 2016, Leeds are projecting an additional 32,000 jobs created in the next 7 years with economic growth increasing by 34% by 2016 and Manchester is predicting an increase of 125,000 new jobs over the next 10 years.

This economic growth will require a range of attractive housing options. Whilst stark figures suggest that supply of housing is not of concern in the North, this is not the case – the quality of many of our places and communities simply does not meet the requirements of today – let alone the requirements of tomorrow.  Each of the three Northern Housing Strategies point to market rejuvenation as one of their primary challenges. The Housing Market renewal programme is one such example of the efforts the North is making to radically renew our housing markets. The programme will be subject to market shifts, and indeed some areas may be showing signs of revival – but we need to ensure this revival is sustainable in the long term. To achieve this sustainability we need to show commitment to our ambitions around Housing Market Renewal – both in terms of commitment to communities aspirations, but also political and resource commitment from government (at both central and regional levels).

If we are not able to deliver the right package of housing choices, our economic ambitions may be at risk. This is not simply a matter of concern for the North – if we cannot contribute to national economic growth targets, the country as a whole will be affected. Additionally, if the North can get its economic offer right, it may help relieve pressure in other regions principally the South East.

Affordability and Regeneration

Affordability continues to dominate national headlines with warnings coming that more householders face the likelihood of repossession as interest rates continue to rise. Whilst we acknowledge there are extreme affordability ratios in the south east and south west regions, we do feel more attention should be given towards the growing problem of affordability in the north.

Over the past three years, house prices in the North have risen on average by 52%  (bear in mind this includes all of the North – including HMR areas). In comparison, incomes in the North rose only by 9% in the same 3-year period. In the North East, average prices for First Time Buyers have risen by 164% over the past decade. This is at the crux of our problem – it’s the growing gap between house prices and incomes. 

Our solution to this growing affordability problem is not simply an issue of demand and supply. Whilst the policy response to Barker will see an increasing number of affordable homes being built and a revised planning procedure to tackle land supply – in the North we need to tackle the low income rates alongside house prices.

Whilst housing markets in other parts of the country have seen periods of “cooling”, this has not been the case for many parts of the North – and not just the traditional “hot spots”. Forecasting also suggests that the affordability pressures in the North will continue to rise over the next 4 years. 

Facts and figures may dominate the national headlines on affordability but we should not forget the human implications of an imbalanced market.  Homelessness is rising faster in the North of England than other areas of the country. In the North East, homelessness increased by 60% in the last five years – this is despite significant attention paid by housing professionals to preventing homelessness and seeking to minimise the impact through reduced use of temporary accommodation solutions such as bed and breakfast. 

Affordable housing provision will come in many forms, including low cost home ownership, discounted sales from private developers. However, the role of the social housing sector in meeting the affordable housing needs of the North should not be underestimated.

· We have 29% of the English population

· And 33% of its social housing.

· We are home to 53% of England’s most deprived places

· We receive 11% national affordable housing resources

We have experienced a rise in housing waiting lists across the North over the past few years, frequently as a result of affordability pressures at the lower end of the owner occupied market.

It is therefore important to us that we have a social housing sector that is given the policy framework it needs to respond to regional issues

Diversity and Choice

The three northern regions are diverse in nature and we celebrate this. However, it is not without problems, particularly in terms of tackling a myriad of problems from rural affordability and problems with 2nd home ownership through to meeting private sector decency targets. Across the North we see housing markets displaying different attributes – from low demand areas to those experiencing affordability pressures – often geographically situated alongside each other
Demographically we face a considerable challenge in the North. Like most of the population, our communities are aging. However, we face a particular challenge in considering the health of our communities.  All three northern regions lag behind the national averages when we consider life expectancy for both males and females – the North East expectancy for men is 75 years – compared to a national average of 76.5. Average life expectancy for women in the North East is 79.6 compared to a national average of 80.9.

The percentage of people within each of the three regions with a limiting long-term illness is noticeably higher than all other regions – again the North East reporting 22.7% of its population compared to 15.5% in London and the South West. 

These statistics relate to the health of the North, but do impact on housing choices and our investment and strategic approaches. We need to ensure we are delivering decent homes in sustainable communities that can contribute to improving the health of our regions.  Where additional support is needed, it does impact on budgets in terms for example of delivering disabled facilities or adaptations or supporting independent living through Supporting People programmes.

The north, because of the challenges we have faced such as the phenomena of low demand, has a strong history of offering choice and providing innovative solutions. We are keen to continue this but require flexibility within our policy framework to make sound regional decisions. Embracing the choice agenda is one means in which we seek to deliver mixed communities in which we’ll seek to retain our economically active residents and offer them attractive life choices. However, the facts highlighted above in terms of the health of our regions demonstrate the scale of the challenge we face in terms of meeting our economic participation and productivity targets.

Investment and Resources

The North recognises it needs to maximise its resources to deliver our ambitions. We need to secure innovative ways of working to match public funding for the sector with institutional financial investment.  Initiatives are underway across the North exploring this agenda – from work on land leasing to bring down development costs, through to regional equity loan schemes. 

However, we must ensure that we have sufficient resources from the government. Two years ago, the northern regions fared poorly under the resource allocation formula as set out under Housing Investment in the Regions as the framework for allocations did not reflect the needs of the North. A new consultation paper is currently out for comments and not much change has taken place in the allocation formula.

For example – Northern regions are unlikely to pick up resources under the “affordability” formula – despite this some areas of the North face very real affordability pressures as we’ve already discussed. The weighting of allocations should properly reflect the northern markets – in particular our ambitions to improve the quality of our places and property.  

The Northern regions are keen to develop innovative models to stretch our resources, but want to continue a dialogue with government around the freedoms and flexibilities we require to deliver this ambition.
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