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Briefing: North West Tenants & Residents Assembly
 
Unlocking the potential of social housing
 
Thanks to David Eastgate, CEO the Hyde Group for publishing the research. 
The information and recommendations which will inform the Hyde Groups activities and direction, and will also prove useful to other housing providers in the sector as it has added to understanding of the life experiences, struggles and aspirations of residents.
 
The report clearly shows how much the Hyde Groups residents need and value their homes and emphasises the important role that social housing now plays in our society. The report also raises other concerns including the physical and mental health challenges faced by their residents, and the fact that social housing providers are left to fill the gap where other services are failing or not delivering. 
 
This research provides a starting point for further work and a platform to initiate broader social policy discussions. With elections pending in the UK perhaps ministers and the CLG should take note and other social landlords who have undertaken similar research should publish.
 
Change for social/community housing is and has been the order of the day and Social/community housing has certainly been in the spotlight in the last few years. Once again we must all question whether Social Housing is meeting its original purpose of supporting people towards other tenures and opportunities or has instead become a form of welfare housing. Research carried out over several decades, but recently published, indicates that some social housing residents experience a poorer quality of life than the broader population.
 
The government’s national priorities which need interpreting by social landlords include:
 
1.    Providing greater choice and opportunity for people wanting to enter the housing market or move to a home that meets their changing needs through the introduction of new home ownership schemes;
2.    Ensuring that social housing and properties in the private sector occupied by vulnerable people meet the decent homes standard;
3.    Preventing homelessness and reducing the number of homeless households in temporary accommodation;
4.    Transforming areas where deprivation significantly reduces life chances through the Housing market renewal programme;
5.    Building more new homes to balance housing supply and demand; and 
6.    Helping vulnerable people to improve their quality of life through the Supporting People Programme.
 
There are also a huge number of cross cutting objectives that influence housing at a local level including: outcomes from the TSA; The Respect Action Plan; The Local Government White Paper - Strong and Prosperous Communities; Health and Social Care White Paper - Our Health, Our Care, Our Say: a new direction for community services; ‘Improving Opportunity, Strengthening Society’; Barker Review 2005; Gershon Review 2004; Stern Review 2006; Lyon’s Review 2006; the Hills Report 2007, Building Futures – Audit Commission and Cleaner, greener and safer agendas. CIH: Positive Action for Disability and the Priorities and work programme 2009/10; Plan of the Equality and Human Rights - Commission Disability Committee etc.
These reports and debates come at a critical time for social/community housing providers. The new regulatory environment for housing associations is a case in point; operating under pressure to develop new homes at a time of economic uncertainty (and likely reductions in the social housing grant), while accommodating increasing numbers of residents with multiple and complex needs.
 
It is against this backdrop that Hyde embarked upon this ambitious but important research project, they felt that many assumptions were being made about social housing residents without having spoken to them directly. The Hyde Group also felt that the regular quantitative surveys that were commissioned did not tell us enough about the breadth and texture of residents’ lives. This should send alarm bells to landlords and government about whether or not we are asking the right questions about the right things and do we know what residents want or need or are we drifting further and further into welfare housing roles – duplicating welfare provisions is wasteful and does not make for the efficient use of rental income. (Perhaps it is time for the government to step in and provide direct funding to housing provider welfare roles?)
 
People and change issues are the ongoing challenges facing social landlords and council housing strategy officers (retained housing roles) today. Issues such as regulation, cost efficiency and dealing with challenges like security, social pressures and more complex public demands upon government and social landlords mean that public organisations are facing change on a scale never seen before. Change is the norm across today’s public and private sectors. It is clearly seen as a constant feature of the most successful organisations. 
 
The traditional approach to change management - unfreezing to change, making the change and refreezing to resume business as usual - is no longer enough to succeed. Instead business must continue at full speed while changes are made and cannot become static – these almost constant changes must and will be having an impact on officers and residents Perhaps we all need to “Chill out” and consider a more quality approach to identifying resident’s needs and the services which we should be providing or not providing?
Landlords and in particular Housing officers now take a multi-disciplinary and specialist approach to social/community housing provisions enabling members of the team and are actively/routinely involved in immigration, community care, housing benefit, social security, mental health, prisoners' rights, anti social behaviour as well as education, environmental and employment law. They are also experienced in niche areas such as homelessness, allocations, housing benefits, asylum seekers, community care, provision for immigrants and group actions.
 
NWTRA is very grateful to have this insight, thanks to Hyde Group and its residents – but where next – more change?

 It will be interesting to see a response from the TSA?
 
See:http://corporate.hyde-housing.co.uk/client_files/Tomorrows%20Heartlander%20A5_100108.pdf
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