National Housing & Planning Advice Unit Annual Conference, July 8th 2009

The conference was designed to provide the context of the housing agenda which informs the Unit's research work.  John Healey gave the opening address, couching it in terms of a 'conversation', given how new he is in post.  He was quizzed at length and responded thoughtfully to most questions, though managed to successfully dodge one about reviewing the formula for rents for Housing Association property.

Prof Stephen Nickell gave the keynote address, introducing the research into housing attitudes launched at the conference (http://www.communities.gov.uk/nhpau/).  His key point was that the country's housing need has not been met over the past few years, and that the recession does not have an enormous impact on housing demand; it does, however, impact negatively on the number of houses being built, and thereby worsens the problem.  One suggestion that Prof Nickell made about how to address the supply/demand mismatch was that local authorities should be encouraged (with financial incentives, or "bribes" as he called them) to allow more housing through the planning system, using the financial incentives to develop the area for the benefit of all residents.

The NHPAU Board conducted a question and answer session, which showed an interesting contrast between the approaches of academics and senior public sector members.  Mention is made of the Unit's work taking housing advice to sub-regional level, and the suggestion that if significant demands are placed on the Unit, they may need to increase their staffing.

The new NHPAU Chief Exec gave a Board report, paying tribute to his predecessor, Kevin Williamson, and making reference to the forthcoming research plans.  Further details on the plans are available from the website: http://www.communities.gov.uk/housing/housingsupply/nhpau/researchprogramme/programmeplan/.

The Council of Mortgage Lenders' Head of Research spoke about the fact that although the cost of an average house has come down, the costs of borrowing remain high, with lenders demanding much higher deposits.  Recent research by CML estimates that approximately 80% of first time buyers under 35 rely on familial help to be able to afford a deposit.

Shelter's Director of Communications, Policy & Campaigns spoke about the fact that housing remains one of the lowest-priority issues for individuals when quizzed.  The point was made that the debate about affordable housing is often focused on a "them and us" approach, talking about those in greatest housing need.  In order to push it up the policy agenda, the suggestion is made that we need to communicate better about the impact that the lack of affordable housing has on the market as a whole, through housing chains.  It is also suggested that more needs to be made of the impact of poor housing / temporary accommodation on the most vulnerable such as children, by quoting research about social and economic outcomes for children in the worst accommodation.

The Town & Country Planning Association argued that the previous housing development model in the UK, which relied on the private sector bearing much of the risk, no longer applies, and that more public intervention is needed in the development and management of housing, taking a proactive approach and changing the rules of the game.  The point was made that the public sector sets housing targets, but then does not direct responsibility if those targets are unmet.

The Homes & Communities Agency's Deputy Chief Exec talked about the Agency's role as an enabler of communities (reflecting the fact that the agency is not just about homes), and highlighted the additional financial support being directed at the agency to address housing issues.  HCA appear to be negotiating with CLG to request a more focused remit, addressing fewer issues but trying to achieve greater impact (not much detail on what this means in practice, however). 

The conference sessions provided an interesting context, and the introduction of speakers from other agencies or bodies (Shelter, TCPA), meant that the audience was challenged with a range of views and asked to consider the wider issues to which the Unit contributes.


