
SOCIAL HOUSING IN THE UK

Social housing in the UK is  much diminished. Many 
“council” houses (more properly referred to as 
social housing) were sadly sold off under the most 
stupid housing policy ever invented back in the 
1980s by Thatcher. I say ‘sadly’ because it's meant 
that over the last forty years we've lost many 
thousands of badly needed council houses. The need
for social housing hasn't gone down, in fact if 
anything, in the current economic and social climate,
the need for social housing is greater than ever.

To understand why we're at the situation we're at 
with social housing today, it's necessary to 
understand a bit about the history of social 
housing...

Social housing as we know it was first established in 
the very early 1920s, as a response to the first world
war. The policy of building the first social housing 
was known as “Homes for Heroes”, and was built for
those returning from WW1. There was a huge need 
for good quality housing at an affordable rent for 
those returning from war, particularly those 
returning with disabilities and “shell shock”.

Post-WW2 saw another big expansion of social 
housing and slum clearance. This second wave of 
expansion continued through to the early 1970s. 
Then in the 1980s came a Conservative government 
and Thatcher.

The “Right to Buy” (RTB) has, over the last forty 
years, decimated local authority housing stock. It 
was a very popular policy amongst social housing 



tenants, at least those who could afford to buy their 
homes.

Flaw #1 in RTB (apart from the policy itself) is that 
homes are sold at a large discount. This makes no 
economic sense. Selling a house at a lower amount 
than it cost to build/what it's worth (not to mention 
all the maintenance over the years) makes no sense,
particularly for a service that's in such demand and 
is seriously stretched. Numbers on the housing 
register of those waiting for homes are ever rising, 
while local authorities are forced to allow the sale of
much needed housing stock.

Flaw #2 — until very recently the money from the 
sale of housing couldn't be kept by councils. All of 
the RTB receipts went straight back to central 
government, so councils not only lost valuable stock,
but didn't get the money from their sales. In the last
few years councils have been able to buy their way 
out of RTB receipts going to central government. 
They get to keep the proceeds of RTB sales if they 
pay a lump sum to get to keep their own money (and
we're talking six-figure sums!)

Flaw #3 in housing policy, the government 
prevented local councils from building new stock for 
many years, even if they could afford it. The 
emphasis was on an “enabling role”, which means 
providing land and financial support for other 
providers, such as housing associations, to be able 
to build stock.

Flaw #4 in housing policy — local authorities were 
limited in the amount of stock they were allowed to 
build. They were limited in the amount they were 



allowed borrow to fund building new stock. Yes, 
we've known for many years now that this country is
in a housing crisis. There simply aren't enough 
homes for everyone who needs one. We need 
hundreds of thousands of new homes on an ongoing 
basis, and a building programme of social housing 
such as that in the post-war era is needed. Is it 
going to happen? Not any time soon.

Flaw #5 — under the guise of “tenant choice” the 
government have pushed a policy of “stock 
transfer”, a policy of selling their housing stock off 
to housing associations and management 
companies, which means that many local authorities 
have lost their housing stock. Recently a few local 
authorities have got their stock back after tenants 
have exercised their tenant choice, had enough of 
their housing associations or management 
companies, and opted to go back to their council.

Flaw #6 — For years the government has pushed a 
policy of raising social housing rents closer towards 
market rents.

So what are the choices for those who simply can't 
afford the crazy market rents?

There are still “council houses” available, but supply
doesn't meet demand. Most councils have significant
numbers of people on their housing registers 
(housing waiting lists) and waits can be extremely 
long, sometimes years. The majority of councils 
have, again at the behest of the government, 
switched their allocations systems from the 
traditional “we'll-tell-you-when-we've-got-
something-for-you” model to something called 



“choice based lettings”, which makes the council’s 
housing office more like an estate agent.

Details of available properties are released weekly, 
along with the minimum number of “points” that are
required to be eligible to “bid” on a property and 
the closing date for bids (points are gained from 
your application to join the waiting list, and the 
urgency of your housing need). If you're interested 
in a property you put a “bid” in (i.e. register your 
interest). At the closing date, the person who's put 
in a bid who has the highest number of points is the 
one who's offered the property.

What's wrong with choice based lettings? As the 
available properties are predominantly advertised 
online, those without access to the internet or who 
aren't tech-savvy are at a disadvantage. The 
council's housing staff generally are able to ‘bid' on 
behalf of vulnerable people, but otherwise it means 
a trip to the housing office every week to check 
what’s available that they're eligible to bid on due to
their allocation of points.

Points on housing applications depend on a variety 
of factors. The most points are usually, rightfully, 
gained for having currently unsuitable housing 
(overcrowded or unsuitable) or insecure housing 
(homelessness doesn't just mean rough sleeping — 
someone can be homeless staying with friends (aka 
“sofa surfing"), being threatened with 
homelessness, living in tied-accommodation that 
comes with their employment, for example) and 
“medical points” which mean their current housing 
is unsuitable due to a medical condition or disability.
This means that in practice, someone who simply 



just can't afford the crazy private sector rents and is
maybe living with family who haven't threatened to 
throw them out with a lower points balance is going 
to languish at bottom of the list of bidders on a 
given property and is likely to find themselves 
eventually housed in “difficult to let” areas where 
interest in properties is low.

Another option is housing associations, who are 
what's known as “registered social landlords”. Their 
operations are run more like a business (that's not 
to say that councils don't work on business 
principles) but they don't have shareholders, and 
profits go back into their housing stock. Their stock 
often tends to be newer than local authority stock 
because from the 1980s onwards when the 
government were pushing local authorities having 
an “enabling” role, their stock numbers grew 
quickly.

People can apply directly to housing associations, 
but local authorities also have some “nomination” 
rights to some housing association properties as a 
result of that “enabling” role. Councils often would 
provide the land for housing to be developed on and 
the housing association did the building. This means
that councils can “nominate” people from their 
waiting list to housing association properties. 
There’s been a trend recently of housing association
mergers, where they've merged into mega housing 
associations. There are smaller ones though, and 
some housing associations specialise in housing 
particular groups of people — older people, black 
and minority ethic groups, different religions, ex-
service personnel, for example. Housing association 



rents tend to be higher than council rents, but are 
lower than market rents. Another option is some 
charities.

Local authorities, even those without any stock, 
have a number of statutory duties though, which 
include giving housing advice and giving housing 
advice to homeless people. They may have a 
statutory duty to re-house a homeless person (rules 
on homelessness are extremely complex) in some 
circumstances, or to give housing advice, and can 
also refer people on to other organisations and 
services.

Options are much fewer than in decades gone by, 
but there is still some assistance out there, and 
council housing is still available (just not in the 
numbers it once was).

Full disclosure: I've worked in social housing for a 
local authority for over twenty years, working in 
housing policy, strategy, and business planning in a 
housing service with a current stock of 8000+ 
properties. That's down over 4000 properties from 
when I first started working there, all due to the 
Right to Buy.

The best thing the government could do would be to 
scrap the Right to Buy — the most ridiculous policy 
in the history of housing!


