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Why did we want to do this research?

• Range of evidence that local authorities are 

engaging in housing provision but piecemeal

• Some indication of why Councils are providing –

housing need, homelessness, funding, planning 

frustration

• Wanted a systematic view of what was going on 

in England – hence the table accompanying the 

report

• Main objective to use findings to share practices 

between councils



What surprised us?

• Extent of local authority engagement in housing 

provision

• Provision by local authorities of all political

parties, sizes and locations

• The range of methods being used to provide 

housing

• How quickly local authorities are taking up 

housing provision

• How quickly local authorities delivering once on 

site



What might this mean in the future?

• Local authorities are increasingly gearing up for 

housing provision and could provide more

• They are learning from each other

• Housing provision is an act of localism – many 

local authorities unaware of what their neighbours 

are doing

• Local authorities see housing as a core function

• Local authorities want to be active after a period of 

austerity



Background to research

• Longstanding concerns about housing provision, 

and Lyons Report (2014) highlighted these 

followed decline in local authority provision in 

1980s

• Mismatch between housing planning permissions 

and delivery

• Frustration at this by many local councillors and 

officers

• Increasing range of examples of local authority 

housing  delivery



Research questions

• What is motivating local authorities to provide 

housing?

• How are authorities providing housing including 

delivery?

• What barriers exist?

• How does local authority housing provision relate 

to planning?



How did we undertake the research?

• Roundtables in all English regions with planners 

and housing officers 

• Interviews with experts in the field

• ‘Snapshot surveys’ (January and November 

2017) online / public information of local authority 

involvement in housing provision (all 353 

authorities in England)

• Questionnaire survey sent online to MYB 

contacts in housing, planning, legal, finance, Chief 

Exec – 268 responses from 197 local authorities

• Case study interviews with 10 local authorities 

across the country



What did we find? 1. Motivations

• Authorities frequently taking a ‘problem solving’ 

approach, trying to address one housing issue 

then adding others 

1. to deliver housing requirements - concern in many 

places about a lack of private sector delivery

2. Tackling homelessness - LGA estimates councils 

paying £2million per day to private landlords across 

England

3. income generation - particular concern about 

mitigating loss of revenue support grant in 2020

4. Often multiple motivations



Other specific motivations

5. Housing for specific need  groups – view that 

private sector often not delivering this 

6. High priority for older peoples’ housing - 42% 

respondents reporting their authority was 

providing 

7. Private sector build out rates and 

unimplemented planning permissions a concern. 

Causes planning and political issues locally



Other motivations mentioned

8. Estate and place regeneration frequently linked 

to housing renewal

9. Helping to deal with ‘problem sites’

10.Demonstrating design quality and higher 

standards

11.Supporting small / local businesses is 

sometimes a concern

12.Some local authorities consider that they should 

be providing housing



What did we find?  2: Powers

• Range of powers being used to engage in housing 

provision

• Powers to establish wholly owned and joint 

venture companies under the Localism Act 2011

• Using the Housing Revenue Account and acting 

as an HCA registered provider under Local 

Government and Housing Act 1989 (as amended)

• Range of ancillary powers around compulsory 

purchase, development, contracts



What did find? 3:Funding

1. Many started with their HRA and have then 

sought other sources of funding (although only 

about only 200 local authorities are registered 

providers with the HCA with an HRA – believe 

about 170 of these are active)

2. Most common source of funds after that is the 

Council’s own finance, for example loans from 

the general fund (must be paid back with interest)

3. Use of the Council’s own buildings and land is 

also very common, where possible



Funding

4. Public Works Loans Board commonly used 

to support both companies and building directly 

by the authority

5. Right to Buy receipts - 66% of survey      

respondents reported using, but a notable 

number of authorities not due to restrictions

5. Section 106 / affordable housing contributions

can be effectively put to use by council’s to 

support housing 



Funding

7. Many making use of development funds from 

the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA)

8. Beyond those common sources, a wide range of 

other sources of funding used by a smaller 

number of authorities including commercial loans, 

loans from other authorities, joint venture partner 

finance, devolution and city deals



What did we find? 4: Routes to provision

1. Using HRA to build or acquire 

2. For authorities with retained stock, making use of 

right-to-buy (RTB) receipts and ‘hidden homes’ 

projects, for example redeveloping garages or 

adding additional floors in existing housing 

estates

3. Open market purchasing of existing stock 

including former RTBs, is quite common, 

particularly in relation to tackling homelessness

4. Establishing land banks and estate agency as 

‘patient investors’



Routes to provision

5. Setting up partnerships with other public sector 

bodies or JVs with private sector

6. Using planning tools, such as Supplementary 

Planning Documents and linked Compulsory 

Purchase Orders (especially for long vacant sites)

7. Using in-house development teams 

8. Establishing housing companies, usually wholly 

owned



What did we find? 5:  How widespread is 

housing delivery?

• On our survey, 65% stated their authority was now 

engaged in direct delivery of housing 

• If not currently engaged, 22% of the overall 

sample were actively considering engaging in 

direct delivery,

• 13% of our overall sample who said not engaging 

and not considering doing so



How widespread is housing delivery?

• Through November 2017 desk survey of all wider 

means of engagement in housing provision 

authorities might use, including not just direct 

delivery through the HRA, building under the 

general fund, and a wholly owned housing 

company, but also support for partner 

organisations

• Found that 91% of local authorities in England 

were engaged in such support for housing 

provision in one way or another



What did we find? 6:Who is delivering?

1. Political complexion of council: Those not 

delivering and not intending to do so more likely 

to be Conservative controlled (62% of category, 

compared to the Conservatives controlling 56% 

of all authorities in England)

2. Geographical location of Council: Authorities 

from all regions of England were providing 

housing directly, however a higher than expected 

concentration of authorities not providing in the 

North West 



Who is delivering?

3. Authorities directly engaging in housing 

delivery had 

– higher average populations

– higher objectively assessed housing need

– tended to registered providers with the HCA,

– had slightly less protected land (green belt, national 

park etc.) and 

– were slightly more likely to have an adopted local plan 

than those not engaging



What did we find? 7:Who has a housing 

company?

1. 44% of authorities responding to our survey had 

established a local housing company

2. Authorities with companies had, on average, 

higher populations and housing need

3. Tendency to be Labour controlled 

4. Local authorities in London/East of England 

regions

5. all political control and size had companies 

(e.g. Conservative controlled Melton, 50,878 

population, has a company whilst Labour 

controlled Leeds, 781,743 population does not)



What did we find? 8: Housing being delivered

• Local authorities are building all tenures

• Harder to find information about the number of 

units delivered without asking each authority, but in 

relation to housing companies survey respondents 

who answered indicated they had already 

delivered: affordable 452, social 264, intermediate 

307, for sale 442, for rent 432

• Companies owned widespread Eastbourne, 

Blackpool, Telford & Wrekin, Stevenage, 

Gateshead, Stockport, South Norfolk and 

Staffordshire Moorlands



Housing being delivered

• Companies take a while to deliver on the ground, 

but many authorities have plans for major 

development of homes

• Southwark is on-track to deliver 1,500 homes by 

the end of 2018 and aim to deliver 11,000 by 2043

• Babergh and Mid-Suffolk: 300 in next three years

• Bournemouth redeveloping 20 surface carparks

• Wolverhampton 10,000 homes in 10 years

• Eastbourne 400 investment pipeline

• North Kesteven: 200 built in last few years

• Derbyshire CC: 70 homes in 2018



Other examples of local authority delivery 

numbers

• Redbridge 8,000 homes in 5-6 years

• Waltham Forest 12,000 homes by 2020

• Southampton 3000 homes

• Crawley 1000 homes

• Northumberland 1000

• Bradford 300 homes

• Nottingham 1000 homes completed per year

• Brighton and Hove 1000+ 



What did we find? 9: Barriers to delivery for 

those not engaged

For those not already directly engaged in direct 

delivery of housing, main barriers seen as 

1. lack of (suitable council owned) land

2. lack of funding 

3. lack of expertise 

4. Less commonly but in some cases, a lack of political

will and lack of retained stock (and so HRA / RTB 

receipts) seen as legal barrier



Barriers to delivery for those engaged

1. HRA borrowing cap was seen as most common 

barrier to more delivery (53% survey respondents 

reported it was preventing them delivering 

housing). 

2. Lack of land also fairly commonly cited

3. Other less common factors such as

i. concern about the effect of loan repayments on 

budgets

ii. a lack of internal skills

iii. cost of establishing companies

iv. political issues locally



What did we find? 10: Housing and Planning

1. Many initiatives to tackle unimplemented

planning permissions 

2. Councils dealing with vacant/stalled sites

3. Developing relationships in direct delivery 

between housing and planning function

4. Planning concern to provide support, e.g. screen 

sites, but also to maintain regulatory distance

5. Some planning committees refusing permission 

for the council’s own schemes 

6. Different public perceptions around participation 

where the council is developer



What are we recommending and why?

• Range of recommendations based on our findings 

from all elements of the research

• Recommendations aimed at 

– central government, 

– local government, 

– LGA

– SOLACE

– CIPFA

– RICS 

– RTPI 

– private sector



Overview of recommendations 

• Spread the learning and experience among local 

authorities

• Remove with HRA debt cap

• Redistribute the £44bn housing subsidy to 

support local authorities meeting housing need

• Give local authorities capital repayment holiday 

if funds reinvested in housing

• Change the basis of capital accounting for HRA 

in line with IFRS

• Use local plans to more closely align to delivery 

for housing need



Why? What do we think could happen next?

1. The vast majority of local authorities have some 

activity on which further housing development 

could be undertaken 

2. Local authorities are well placed to scale up their 

delivery of housing to meet national needs

3. Local authorities could do more by learning from 

each other

4. While there are some barriers that can be 

addressed to support more local authority 

housing provision these are not preventing 

current or anticipated delivery at present



Conclusions

• Local authorities are providing housing

• Over the next 5-10 years this capability and 

delivery will increase

• Will local authorities ever deliver 100,000 homes 

each year?

• We don’t know but their contribution appears likely 

to be significant


