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Firm Foundations: The Future of Housing in Scotland

Response from Inclusion Scotland

Background:  Inclusion Scotland (IS) is a consortium of disabled peoples' organisations and individual disabled people. Currently over 60 organisations of disabled people and over 50 individuals are members. Inclusion Scotland’s main aim is to draw attention to the physical, social, economic, cultural and attitudinal barriers that affect disabled people’s everyday lives in Scotland and to encourage a wider understanding of those issues throughout Scotland. Inclusion Scotland have consulted widely with members in framing our response. 
Consultation Document: Before answering the specific questions posed in the consultation Inclusion Scotland wishes to make the following observations –

· Disabled people are mentioned only once in the consultation document, but even then only in relation to past legislation. 

· Accessible housing receives only one brief (2 line) mention in a 66 page document.
· The consultation document contains no proposals as to how the needs of disabled people will be sought or met by housing providers whether in the public or private sectors.

Yet the Census indicated that 19% of people in Scotland are disabled and that this is expected to rise to 23% by 2025. Disabled people are therefore a very significant section of the Scottish population whose housing needs should be built into planning and policy from the outset rather than addressed later as an afterthought. This is the scenario envisaged in the Disability Equality Duty which as you will be aware applies to all public bodies, including Scottish Ministers.  

Given the existence, and purpose, of the Disability Equality Duty, Inclusion Scotland believes that it would have sent a very strong signal if the Government had stated, within the consultation document, that all Social Housing providers would be expected to involve disabled people in developing Local (and Regional) Housing Strategies. This would at least have insured that Housing Associations as well as Local Authorities had canvassed the views of disabled people, knew their stated needs and were, hopefully, responding to them.

The 2002 Scottish House Condition Survey (SHCS) estimated that there were just under 2.2 million dwellings in Scotland. Of this total, it is estimated that just 21,000 properties (1%) are categorised as ‘housing for people with disabilities within the public sector. 

Within the private sector, the majority of housing built since 2000 (up to 100,000 units) were built to the ‘visitability’ standard and are normally categorised as ‘housing suitable for ambulant (our emphasis) disabled persons’. 

The SHCS also records the following statistics: 

· one household in ten includes a person who uses a mobility aid; and

· Figures from a recent Parliamentary answer (S3W-04750) indicate that there were 96,000 wheelchair users in Scotland in 2006. 
This is strong evidence of the level of demand that exists within the Scottish Population for more accessible dwellings. Yet there are only 5,800 wheelchair adapted houses. 
Research also indicates that there are 62,000 households in Scotland which require specially adapted baths or showers and a further 8,000 which are in need of a ramp. UK-wide research by John Grooms estimates that there is a shortfall of 300,000 wheelchair accessible houses across the UK - that equates to around 30,000 in Scotland.

The problem of “bed-blocking” is well known.  What may be less well understood is that the lack of suitable accessible housing traps people in hospital and care homes with potential costs to the taxpayer of over a £1000 per person per day. People also remain in hospital or residential care, sometimes for months, waiting on adaptations to be made to their homes which will allow them to return there. If more homes were initially built barrier-free and more readily adaptable such human and economic costs would be significantly reduced. 
There are also 1200 severely disabled people aged between 16-64 who are permanently resident in care homes, a proportion of whom would be able to live in the community, and nearer to their families, if sufficient fully accessible accommodation was available. The human costs to individuals and families and the economic costs to the public purse of failing to provide sufficient accessible housing for all those who need them should be better researched.
Therefore Inclusion Scotland cannot understand why the consultation document contains no proposals whatsoever to increase the proportion of fully adapted, barrier-free, wheelchair-accessible houses either in the private or public sectors.

Inclusion Scotland believes that 10% of all properties should be designed and built to enhanced “fully accessible wheelchair” standards.
The consultation also regularly refers to the role that the private sector could play in delivering a greater social mix in housing.  Disabled people are a part of the mix that is desired.  Yet at present the private sector neglects a significant share of the market – i.e. disabled people. If the private housing sector built and provided more truly accessible homes for disabled people then they would at the same time open up a new market for themselves.

Question 1: Do you agree that aiming to increase the rate of new housing supply in Scotland to at least 35,000 a year by the middle of the next decade is a sensible and realistic ambition, and that this will help set a necessary political context for acceleration in housing supply? –
In Edinburgh recently over 1,000 people applied for a council house in Drumbrae.  The average number of applications for council houses in Edinburgh is well over 100 people per house.  
Nor is Edinburgh the only local authority area with such problems - if anything things are worse in some rural authorities. Demand for affordable rented social housing far outstrips demand. 

Shelter and other housing charities believe that there is an immediate need for 30,000 new homes for rent to be built over the next three years.  At present only 7,000 homes for rent are being built each year, therefore the ambition stated in the document is a very modest one which is not guaranteed to meet the needs of Scotland’s population. 
Disabled people are more likely to be tenants of social housing than non-disabled people (e.g. 46% of adult wheelchair users live in Social Housing compared to only 26% of the general population). Inclusion Scotland would therefore urge the Government to increase the funding made available to social housing providers to allow the Shelter target to be met.

Schemes such as Homestake which enable disabled people to obtain shared equity in their home also need greater government investment and resources in order to become more widely known and available to disabled people. 
Question 2: Do you agree that, to give practical effect to the ambition, local authorities should co-operate regionally in setting realistic housing targets for housing market areas, and in enabling the delivery of these targets? If so, what arrangements should be put in place to support and provide incentives for such co-operation between relevant local authorities?
Inclusion Scotland believes that local authorities should cooperate at a regional level to increase the supply of new housing. There are obvious economies of scale and joint planning may also ease “pipeline” difficulties in securing requisite infrastructure development on a joint basis. Inclusion Scotland believes that such cooperation could be incentivised by making more funding/loans for new housing available from central government to councils who cooperate in this fashion. However it would have to be borne in mind that several authorities – i.e. Western Isles, Orkney & Shetland – have no potential regional partners and several others (e.g. Highlands) have limited opportunities. Such authorities should not be penalised for failing to cooperate.

Question 3: Is there a role for a specialist national function to provide expert support for local authorities in strategic planning for housing? What expertise do you think this function would require?
Yes but Inclusion Scotland remain unsure as to what exactly is meant by “a specialist national function” as it is not really adequately addressed in the document – does this mean a quango, a Government department or what? 
If the Government intends to retain the strategic planning aspect of Communities Scotland we believe that this would be worthwhile as we are sure that specialist expertise, guidance and insight into the national housing perspective would be helpful for local/regional housing suppliers. However we also believe that all housing planners (both national and local authority) should undergo Disability Equality Training to increase their awareness of the discrimination imposed on disabled people by wider society, including that in housing planning/provision.
Question 4: Even when land has planning permission there are still blockages that prevent new housing being built. What additional arrangements would, or could, accelerate development on land with planning permissions to help ensure that future housing supply targets are met?
Inclusion Scotland has no specialist knowledge in this area and no comment to make.

Question 5: We have proposed that much expanded or new, stand-alone settlements may be a valid solution. How should we best encourage the development of new, sustainable communities that are sympathetic to Scotland's landscape and environment?
By involving local people, including of course disabled people, when planning to develop new communities.  In terms of local authority housing developments this would be in line with the requirement to consult disabled people contained in the Disability Equality Duty. Inclusion Scotland believes that the Scottish Government should extend this requirement to consult to other housing developers. New developments need services, shops, pubs, hotels, etc. as well as dwelling places.  Ordinary people know this but seldom are such buildings integrated into new housing developments. More care needs to be taken to create real communities in which disabled people are fully included rather than soul-less commuter villages with no variety of house-type or resident.  
Question 6: How should different types of assistance within LIFT be targeted?
Inclusion Scotland has no specialist knowledge in this area and no comment to make.

Question 7: How could the Government stimulate more innovative mortgage and related products and services to assist people in purchasing their first home?
Inclusion Scotland believes that Credit Unions should be invested by Government (i.e. through funding for development and growth) in and then encouraged and assisted to develop new products for use by members such as shared equity schemes.  Information on financial products should also be distributed via local authorities (e.g. through Trading Standards/Money Advice). Inclusion Scotland has no specialist knowledge in this area and no further suggestions other than these to make.

Question 8: Should the Government provide direct cash grants to first-time buyers?
No. Disabled people are amongst those most excluded from house ownership. Instead of making grants available to all first time buyers Inclusion Scotland believes that equity loans of between 25-50% of the value of a house should be made available to disabled people in need of housing, these loans to be repaid on sale of the property.  This would both stimulate private developers to design and build properties which meet the needs of disabled people and assist disabled people to become owners and so less reliant on the availability of social rented housing.  
The Special Needs Capital Grants Scheme should also be made more accessible with a ring-fenced budget  to allow it to support more disabled people as should the Home Stake shared equity scheme.
Question 9: How can the private house-building sector play a bigger role in providing, without public subsidy, increased provision of affordable starter homes?
There should be a legal requirement to provide a proportion of such homes in all new developments. If an application is then made without that proportion being met planning permission for the development should be withheld. If private developers built more fully accessible homes they would increase the number of potential buyers by enabling disabled people to become potential buyers (otherwise disabled people are excluded from potentially buying as the product is of no use to them). This should ensure more, and quicker, sales - which surely makes business sense at a time of an otherwise declining market.
Question 10: What issues do you consider should be taken into account when considering the increased use of private sector lets to house low-income and homeless households?
Issues relating to Housing Benefit certainly need to be taken into account. Housing Benefit does not always cover the full rental costs of tenants as the rent set by the landlord must be at or below the local market rent. Thus the private sector would have to be ensured of the rent being covered before they would be likely to let to low-income and/or homeless families. The legitimate concerns of private landlords could only be addressed by the Local Authorities (i.e. ultimately the Scottish Government) providing subsidies to cover any gaps between the rents actually charged and the Housing Benefit  awarded. This does not sound like a cost-effective solution in the longer-term though it might be possible for emergency situations.

Secondly the standard and suitability of properties would need to be very carefully monitored so as to avoid providing public subsidy, and excessive profits, to owners of otherwise sub-standard accommodation.

Question 11: How should we ensure an appropriate balance between safeguarding tenants' rights and encouraging the private rented sector to achieve its full potential in Scotland's overall housing market?
In 1989 when tenants entitlement to have a Fair Rent set for private tenancies was ended we were assured by the Government of the day that removal of this right would open up the private rented sector and greatly increase its size. In fact the private rented sector has remained at around the same size (just over or under 7% of the housing market) ever since. The way to properly safeguard tenants’ rights is not to diminish them any further.  The balance is already in favour of landlords.
Inclusion Scotland understands that some local authorities are asking landlords to voluntarily register as such.  Inclusion Scotland believes that all landlords should be compelled to register their details with the relevant local authority in their area.
Question 12: Do you think there is sufficient engagement between the public sector and private landlords? If not, what else should national and local government be doing?

Inclusion Scotland are unsure what the Government intends to achieve through engagement. More detail of what the Government intends to occur is required for us to be able to form an informed view. 
Question 13: What other options should we consider for increasing the supply of private rented housing for low income and homeless households?

Private sector lets are by their nature less secure and permanent than social housing.  This leads to huge disruption, and damaged educational experiences and outcomes for children, in families faced with constant relocation. Private lets are also required to attract profit on top of the cost of supplying the accommodation. Therefore private sector rents are almost invariably more expensive than rents in social housing. Therefore increasing the supply of private rented housing will divert funding from building and maintaining social housing into private profit and will also be more expensive than the public sector equivalent. Inclusion Scotland are therefore concerned that taxpayers will end up subsidising an increased supply of private sector rented housing with not only no clear benefits to themselves, or the homeless but instead increased costs.  This does not seem a sensible way to proceed.
Question 14: How could more private landlords be encouraged to let to tenants on benefits and homeless households?
As Housing Benefit is not guaranteed to cover the full cost of private rent it is easy to see why private sector landlords will not risk renting to benefit recipients – because they may not get the full rent paid.  There are also long delays in some local authorities between the time when a Housing Benefit application is lodged and the subsequent award and receipt of benefit.  
That again means that landlords are disadvantaged and unsure whether or when they will be paid.  These are legitimate fears but as benefit policies are reserved to Westminster one of the few effective ways of intervening may be to give incentives/rewards to those local authorities who process Housing Benefit applications quickly. Government and local authorities could also support the extension of rent deposit schemes which guarantee that landlords are not left out of pocket.
Question 15: What other schemes or incentives might help us to recycle empty properties more effectively?

Potential tenants are sometimes discouraged from taking on tenancies because of the poor state of decoration & repair and the absence of utilities of the lets they view. Inclusion Scotland believes that the adoption of Minimum Letting Standards will increase the attractiveness of social housing leading to quicker recycling of empty properties and far fewer hard-to-lets (which are sometimes the only properties offered to disabled people).
Question 16: Do you agree that we should exempt new build social housing from the Right to Buy?

Yes. However it seems unfair that disabled people, who are more likely to find accessible homes amongst new builds, should disproportionately be prevented from having the Right-To-Buy (whereas non-disabled tenants of older, less accessible properties will retain it). Secondly, as already noted, there are insufficient new homes being built to replace those already sold or scheduled for demolition.  Therefore more steps need to be taken to retain social housing for rent.  Therefore Inclusion Scotland supports the complete end of Right to Buy for all existing and newly built social housing.
Question 17: Do you agree that we should subsidise local authorities in areas of need to use their prudential borrowing capacity to build new council houses?
Yes. This would obviously increase the supply of housing to those in greatest need.

Question 18: Do you agree that we should introduce large-scale competitions for subsidy?
The intent is obviously to obtain more houses built for the same amount of money.  However Inclusion Scotland has a number of concerns. Firstly will the cheapest tenders automatically win?  Usually the answer to this b Government is that factors other than cost such as quality will be taken into account.  However there is very little evidence that these other factors ever sway the eventual decision to go for the cheapest option. If money does triumph over quality it will also probably win out over diversity too.  
The Scottish Government currently has no plans to increase the supply of fully wheelchair accessible homes.  In these circumstances why should disabled people feel that their needs and views will be taken account of in the proposed tendering process? Local authorities and those carrying out functions on their behalf are covered by the Disability Equality Duty.  How can disabled people be sure that those who win the tendering process will be? 
Question 19: If not, how would you ensure that public subsidy is used to build as many good quality RSL houses as possible?
RSLs should be made more accountable to Government and local people. Their dealings, including exactly how housing subsidy is used and how their housing costs (including building, maintenance & management) compare to other local authorities/RSLs  should also be published and made available to tenants. 
Question 20: Do you agree that we should subsidise the development of houses for mid-market rent?

No. Inclusion Scotland believes that those in greatest need are those on the lowest incomes – disabled people are disproportionately found amongst those on the lowest incomes.  Therefore the bulk of any subsidy should be directed at ensuring that the needs of those on the lowest incomes are met. 
Only once their problems are fully dealt with should the Government begin to think about subsidising those on middle incomes. There may be some leeway for RSLs to provide such accommodation but we will be interested to learn how the private sector responds to the possibility of RSLs moving into that market.
Question 21: If so, should the subsidy be awarded as part of the competitive regime for awarding HAG that we are proposing?
Not applicable.

Question 22: If not, how would you increase variety in social housing?

As Inclusion Scotland understands it all new private developments are already required to include affordable homes for rent or sale.  Therefore issues of social mix should already have been addressed. If on the other hand social mix is still not occurring then the Government should perhaps address the current definition of “affordable housing” to ensure that new homes are genuinely affordable to those that require them. 
Finally though disabled people create a demand, for fully accessible housing, the market signally fails to respond to it. Therefore the Government should do more to ensure that the supply of housing meets the demands which exist not only for accessible homes but for homes built for families with other than the “average” 2.5 people as tenants (i.e. to cater for live-in carers etc.).
Question 23: Do you agree that we should encourage landlords to look at means of adjusting the mix of their stock in the interests of achieving more sustainable mixed communities?
By all means – as long as that does not involve public subsidy. Households are not of one uniform size.  So why do developers insist on building housing estates where only one size of family is catered for? 
At present there is far too little variety in the size of homes being built.  Nearly all are built with one or two bedrooms.  To meet the needs of larger households a proportion of new homes should be built with more bedrooms and space.  The current failure to build larger homes can impact particularly on disabled people who may have adult carers as well as children staying in the home.
Question 24: Do you think that subsidies for development should be provided to bodies other than registered social landlords?
No. Otherwise the public sector would be subsidising private profit. Secondly though all local authorities and potentially all RSLs are covered by the DED Inclusion Scotland are not convinced that other non-public bodies would be.  Therefore the opportunity for disabled people to be involved in shaping local housing strategy and planning would be lost.
Question 25: What sorts of protections should be offered to tenants in these circumstances?
Tenants should have the same rights living in publicly subsidised private tenancies as do public social housing tenants. Secondly we would call on the Disability Equality Duty to be extended to any new bodies which were carrying out the functions of public bodies.
Question 26: Do you think that the Scottish Government should vary Right to Buy discounts by (a) locality and/or (b) type of property?
Yes. If Right-to-Buy is retained fewer and smaller discounts should be available in areas of greatest scarcity of social housing.

Question 27: Do you agree that ALMOs can provide a satisfactory alternative to stock transfers?
Inclusion Scotland are concerned about how ALMOs would be made accountable to (i) tenants and (ii) disabled people. 
Local authorities are elected and thus directly accountable to the electorate (and thus their tenants) for their management of local services.  Arms length management organisations would not be accountable in this way.  Some people argue that because the majority of electors are not tenants this no longer applies.  However councillors in areas where social housing predominates would certainly be aware of local people’s expressed needs and ignore them at the peril of failing to be re-elected.

Secondly local authorities as public bodies are subject to the Disability Equality Duty.  ALMOs are not required in law to meet the Disability Equality Duty. Thus local authorities could avoid their obligation to involve disabled people and meeting the Disability Equality Duty by transferring their responsibility for planning and providing housing to new bodies with no such legal obligations.  Inclusion Scotland are not convinced that this is a route to be taken.
Question 28: Do you think that additional help from Government to enable landlords to meet the SHQS should be linked to improvements in a landlord's performance? 
Yes.  That seems a sensible way to ensure that social landlords take their responsibilities seriously. If for example local authorities reduced the number of empty properties they had or reduced the length of time people spent on waiting lists then that could be rewarded.
Question 29: If so, what measures do you think would be beneficial? If not, why not?
Only making certain additional funding available if clear targets are met by landlords.

Question 30: Do you agree that we need to find new ways of focussing on the quality of place/open space and greenspace within deprived neighbourhoods?
Yes.

Question 31: Do you have suggestions for approaches that are not resource intensive and that include stakeholders?
Inclusion Scotland believes that disabled people and those with reduced mobility are entitled to the same level of access to open spaces and the natural environment as non-disabled people. Disabled people should therefore be involved as key stakeholders in determining how to address the needs for quality and, very importantly, accessible green spaces in the built environment. 
At a minimum all local authorities, housing associations and private developers should be required to provide paths whose surfaces are firm, stable and slip-resistant with a good camber and gradient for wheelchair users. This would not only be of benefit to disabled people but also to parents, children and older people who wish to access green spaces. 
Question 32: Do you agree that the lead role (and recipient of any resources) to undertake this work should be open to a range of stakeholders?
Only if clear routes of accountability can be maintained i.e. if work, and funding, is given to someone other than the social landlord how are they to be held accountable for the standard of their work & maintenance of greenspaces?

Question 33: Do you agree with the features and principles we have set out here for a modernised regulation framework?
No.  Inclusion Scotland cannot see how the needs of tenants will be adequately met if social landlords regulate and inspect themselves.  This is returning the situation to how it was before Communities Scotland was created.  If current social landlords were the ones who failed to meet tenants’ needs for quality housing and safe communities in the past, it is difficult to see how putting the same foxes in charge of the hen-coop will lead to improvements for tenants in the here and now.

Question 34: How would you like social housing regulation to be organised? (For example, should it be a separate organisation or part of a group of other regulators?)
Inclusion Scotland are solely concerned with whether the regulator, whoever that may be, effectively protects tenants. Whether this is done as a separate organisation or as part of a group of regulators is not as important as whether the regulator has sufficient resources and regulatory “teeth” to do the job. Unfortunately we are far from convinced that the light touch inspection and regulatory regime envisaged by the Government will be in tenants, and thus disabled people’s, interests.

