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Did You Know?
Information is power and readily available information on the housing association sector provides an
abundance of ammunition for housing workers and activists wanting to resist the race to the bottom.  

The Social Housing Regulator (SHR) helpfully
provides us with three weighty reports each year.
Taken together, they tell a tale of a healthy and
thriving sector, but this is most emphatically not the
message that you’re meant to hear if you are a
tenant or employee of a housing association.

Facing tenants and workers, housing associations
will wring their hands. They tell us of excessive
challenges and risks to income streams. They point
to the mandatory 1% rent cut for social housing,
income lost through welfare reforms, and bewail the
need for pay rises to bring staff up to the National
Minimum Wage (when a decent employer would be
ashamed at such low pay). With heavy hearts, they
tell tenants and residents that they are forced to cut
major repairs and support services, and increase
service charges. Staff are expected to work harder
for less pay and reduced pension provision. They are
put under ever increasing performance pressures,
and are of course expected to be grateful that they
have a job at all. 

The EU Referendum result has to some extent had a
negative impact on UK economic forecasts, in turn
affecting the housing sector. In the main however,
the risks and uncertainties faced by HAs derive from
the increasingly complex and precarious business
models providers have chosen to adopt (5). They
have moved their activities steadily away from
providing the affordable and accessible rented
housing that many people need, in favour of
developing homes to be sold on the more volatile
but profitable open markets (10).

Not all HA chief executives acknowledge this as the
root of the problem. Genesis Housing’s CEO Neil
Hadden, for example, complained bitterly about
being downgraded by credit rating agency Moody’s,

which reflected Genesis’s increasing reliance on
sales income. But rather than admit that the board
and executive had gambled away security in favour
of potentially higher returns, Hadden accused
Moody’s of failing to understand its business [6]. In
reality, associations wishing to mitigate risks could
do so simply by returning to more traditional and
reliable activities, and conventional funding
structures. 

Wage rises and service costs are neither the
cause of economic uncertainty, nor is cutting
them the  solution.

In absolute terms, the sector has never been more
financially healthy, and this is the narrative HAs
reserve for their private investors. The image that
associations want to project is of a large, thriving,
and profitable sector, with yet another year of
growth and record breaking surpluses behind them;
a safe investment opportunity with predictable
returns where financial failure is almost unheard of. 
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Housing Associations collectively have stock
of almost 3 million housing units, worth
almost £139 billion, and surpluses of £3
billion in a single year. There is a further £88
billion of fixed assets.  While the challenges
that associations point to are real enough, the
negative impact on their businesses overall
are minimal. They do not justify pay cuts,
pension cuts, job losses and work
intensification that associations inflict on
their staff. Such actions are both opportunist
and ideological.

The gross value of housing properties
owned by HAs increased to £138.1bn – a
jump of £7.1bn. Turnover increased by
4.1%, to over £16bn (3). Not surprisingly,
surpluses have repeatedly hit record
highs. The 2015/16 net surplus was a
staggering £3 billion (2015/16) (3), and
this represented a massive 25% increase
on the previous year, which was also a
record high. Surpluses on non-social
housing activities alone was £172m in
2015/16, a rise of £55m in one year (2)
and (7). 

The Facts of the Matter 
Links to all the documents and sources of information are provided at the end of the document.
The bracketed numbers provide the source. 

This is a large, healthy and increasingly diverse sector for investors …

The sector’s financial health and autonomy from
central government also means that it is strongly
placed to resist the Housing and Planning Act
2016. Providers in this sector do not need to
implement Pay to Stay, nor offer Right to Buy,
forcing local councils to foot the bill for the
tenant discount. They do not need to evict
struggling tenants with rent arrears.

So whether you’re a housing worker with a 
pay claim or a housing activist fighting the
introduction of Pay to Stay, you should find the
information in this booklet that will be useful 
to you. 

The sector has benefitted hugely from favourable
economic conditions in recent years. Wages have
stayed relatively low, meaning that the sector has
been able to grow fat.

In total, housing associations (HAs) owned almost
3 million units and bedspaces in March 2016
representing an annual growth of around 2%.
Most of this growth (70%) was in general needs
which increased by 37,000 units in 2015/16 (1).

There is consolidation of stock in an ever smaller
number of associations. Less than 5% of the HA
population owns more than half of all the sector’s
stock, and 95% of the sector’s stock is owned by
just 332 of the 1,500 active HAs (3). The trend is
toward a transfer of stock from smaller to larger
associations (1). 

The sector is also diversifying. The development
of properties for outright market sale and shared

ownership has grown, and HAs have increasingly
relied on unregulated subsidiaries, joint ventures
and special purpose vehicles to deliver their
development programmes (2).
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Social housing now represents less than
42% of One Housing Group’s income,
around half of Peabody’s income, and just
over half of Catalyst’s income (8) - all
incidentally organisations that Unite has
been in dispute with over their attacks on
the pay and working conditions of their staff. 

Associations are amassing surpluses by
developing a bigger proportion of homes for
market rent and for outright sale (2), the latter
being an increasingly significant income stream
for the sector. In the 2016/17 financial year,
associations anticipate market sales reaching
£2.3bn - an increase of over 300% on 2012/13
(2). If this trend continues, it will shift the focus of
HA boards away from social housing (and social
purpose) to emphasise more profitable market
rents and sales activities. At present, many
associations based in and around London generate
less than half of their income from social housing
(8). As such, complaints over the terrible impact of
the 1% rent cut appear somewhat hollow. 

Nonetheless tenants and workers are being
squeezed ever harder …

Despite its wealth, the sector has used the flimsy
excuse of needing to manage the lost income
from rents and welfare reforms to justify its

reduced investment in repairs and services to
tenants (2). Between 2016 and 2020,

spending on major repairs
are forecast to fall 10% (a
16% real terms reduction)
(2), and spending on
management and services
are set to fall 5% per unit

(a 12% real-terms
reduction) (2).

Associations even blame the
National Living Wage increase
as driving the need to cut the
pay of other workers,

particularly in the social care sector. It is indeed a
race to the bottom (2).

Staffing costs are also coming under attack
through another route. Julian Ashby, Chair of the
HCA’s Regulation Committee wrote about the
need for associations to keep pension costs under
close scrutiny “Registered providers need to take
a view on the balance between cost, recruitment
and retention, and pensions’ provision for staff
should be regularly reviewed to ensure it remains
fit for purpose.” (2). Although not spelt out
directly, many would interpret this as a pressure
from the Regulator to reduce the pension costs of
staff. 

But of course the pay of chief executives and
senior managers is not subject to the same
squeeze – on the contrary. An Inside Housing poll
of the 177 largest associations showed that the
average annual pay rise for sector CEOs was in
excess of 3%, with average bonuses rising 10.7%.
Places for People Chief Executive David Cowans
tops the pay league with a whopping 9.8%
increase taking his basic pay to £528,870 (15).  

The point that cannot be emphasised enough
then is that there is absolutely no justification for
cuts to staffing levels, pay, pensions, or other
worker benefits, nor is there any need to scale
back on repairs and services for tenants. HA
operating margins have grown annually (up to
28% in 2015/16 from 26% in the previous year),
therefore rising costs are not the problem that the
executives of HAs would have us believe. In fact,
where associations are having financial problems
it appears be either because they have decided to
lay off swathes of their staff, or because their
brilliant entrepreneurial skills turn out not to be
so brilliant after all. And to place their 2% growth
in operating margins into context, estate agents
and property consultants Savills have said that
“An increase in operating margin of more than
1% is actually quite impressive.  A lot of the big
PLCs would be pretty happy if they were
achieving that” (8).
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And Little is Being Done to Ease the 
Housing Crisis …

Affordable Rent stock (using the government
definition of up to 80% of market rates) increased
by 31% and now stands at over 161,000 (1).
Nonetheless, there remains a desperate need for
homes at truly affordable rents. Housing charity
Shelter points to 50,000 homeless households
mainly living in temporary accommodation, and
over 2,000 people sleeping rough (4). 

According to a survey by Inside Housing, 31,988
homes were completed by the top fifty HAs in
2015/16, representing a 20% fall compared to
the previous year.  Yet only 16.8% of these units
were social housing (6). Supported housing
increased by 6.5% (1), but even this upward trend
is a bit misleading as it is partly due to a
reclassification of some stock. These movements
give the lie to the oft-repeated claim that housing
associations would fill the gap left by the
retraction of council house building.

The freedom that HAs have to
dispose of this stock as they
wish, even when tenanted,
will be vastly increased
through the 
‘de-regulatory’
measures
proposed the 
Housing and 
Planning Act. The 
Act will remove the
requirement for HAs
to seek the Social
Housing Regulator’s 
consent for mergers 
and for disposing of stock, for example to a
private landlord, or demolition (2). Whereas
transfers of tenanted stock to private landlords
was a rare event previously, HA tenants will now
be much more vulnerable to such transfers. 

The bottom line is that this is an increasingly
commercialised sector where market forces rather
than social good drives decision-making. If an
income stream becomes less profitable, HAs are
able just to withdraw from provision. This is
currently happening to Housing for Older People,
with a fall of 1,349 units, representing a 0.4%
decline in one year (1). 

Trends such as the growth in building for
outright sale, implementation of Right to
Buy, and stock transfers from councils do
little to help resolve the housing crisis.
Almost half of the sector’s ‘growth’
reported in 2015/16 came from one
council transferring its homes to a housing
association (1); a change in landlord rather
than an actual increase in the homes
available for rent. 

A large quantity of stock now owned by
HAs originated as council stock built with
public funds. The majority of council stock
transfers occurred between 1990 and
2009, with over 1.2 million council homes
moving into HA ownership (1). 

There is a steady trickle of social housing
stock out of the sector. The percentage of
social housing stock lost from the sector
rose by almost 17% from 2015, driven
largely by significant increases in sales of
‘Social HomeBuy’ and other socially leased
units (up almost 26%) and in disposals (up
48%) during the year (1). Given the
declared intention of some associations to
get out of social housing, and the
undeclared intention of others to do the
same, these are indeed alarming figures.  
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When the tiny amount of social housing being
built by HAs is offset against the number of
disposals, the net contribution of HAs to the stock
of social housing is minimal, revealing another lie
at the heart of the sector’s preferred narrative. The
vast profits on non-social housing activity are
often excused on the grounds that it fuels
investment in social housing activity, yet there is
little evidence that the profits are being used in
this way (9). Thus, the number of homes within the
reach of ordinary working families continues its
rapid decline.

The problems created by decision-makers within
the sector are compounded by tendencies outside
it. In particular, ‘social cleansing’ has become a
feature in many cities, with speculators purchasing
prime properties purely for their asset value rather
than as living spaces, mainly because many of the
owners live oversees. The Guardian reported on
the Heygate Estate, a high profile London example,
declaring that “While the Heygate was home to
1,194 social-rented flats at the time of its
demolition, the new £1.2bn Elephant Park will
provide just 74 such homes among its 2,500 units.
Five hundred flats will be “affordable” … but the
bulk are for private sale” (16).

With large funds to invest this trend is rapidly
fuelling house prices as well as reducing the
amount of stock available for habitation. A Guardian
article from January 2015 (11) highlighted a new
development at Thameside which yielded few units
affordable to locals, with 80% bought up by
‘wealthy international investors’. Estate agents
eagerly position themselves to take advantage of
the cashcow that such schemes offer, with one
crowing that London was “widely regarded as the
‘gold bullion’ of international property markets
[with returns] better than … the FTSE 100 and gold”
(11). Despite the backlash that such activities
generate from those in housing need, there is no
sign of the trend decreasing. Another newspaper
headline said it all when it exclaimed “Buyers are
pulling out of house sales following vote Leave –
but overseas investors are swooping in” (12).

And it is not just house prices that are prohibitive.
In May 2016, the Guardian reported that average
rent in London hit £1,543 per month, and outside
the capital rose to £764 (14). Private renters in
other regions are now struggling too. The report
noted that rents “rose faster in Scotland than
anywhere else in the UK, with the average up by
11.4% year-on-year to £704 a month. The next
highest rise was in the east Midlands, where new
tenancies cost 7.9% more than in April 2015 at an
average of £646 a month”. Nor is the effect
confined to students and young people. Working
families are also being priced out, with more than
a third of renting households now comprising
families with children (14). 

With all of these movements, plus the withdrawal
and capping of many benefits, it is not surprising
that rising numbers of tenants are getting into
arrears. Almost 11,000 evictions were reported to
the Social Housing Regulator in 2015/16, and
(shockingly) this included vulnerable tenants in
supported housing or housing for older people (1).
It is worth noting that reporting evictions to the
Regulator is voluntary for HAs, so the actual
number will be much, much higher. With
insufficient regulation or control over the private
rented sector, Shelter has inevitably experienced a
surge in complaints about private landlords, and a
growing demand for housing advice from among
private renters (4).



7

The Housing Workers’ Branch Manifesto for Housing
Unite believes that housing is a human right, but ordinary people are being forced out of their
communities by high prices and speculation. 

See also our Sector Standards
http://www.housingworkers.org.uk/readcampaign.html?campaign_id=37

1. No more austerity! We call on councillors to
resist austerity, and Unite is committed to
supporting Labour councillors who vote against
cuts. All should be able to afford decent
accommodation without being undermined by
low wages, welfare benefit cuts and caps such
as the Bedroom Tax.

2. Build Council houses. Local Authorities should
be required to provide and maintain adequate
levels of council housing at genuinely
affordable rents. Decent social housing should
be an option available to all workers – not just
people in the most desperate need. There
should be an end to the transfer of council stock
to housing associations. 

3. Rent controls. The Thatcher government ended
rent control for new tenancies but the
mechanism for rent tribunals still exists for
older private tenancies. All private tenancies
should be subject to rent control. 

Plus

4. Security of tenure for all those living in rented
accommodation. 

5. Protect supported housing and ring-fence
funding for the vulnerable. 

6. Establish a national register of private sector
landlords. 

7. End the blacklisting of construction workers
and ensure that blacklisting firms are not given
housing contracts. 

8. Nationalise the banks to finance socially
necessary projects such as decent housing. 

Unite LE1111 branch represents housing workers nationally and links with other Unite branches
representing members in our sector. We demand:
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How do we get these demands?

• Organise local meetings on housing, or speak
out on housing issues at public meetings and
protests.

• Lobby the boards of housing associations and
umbrella bodies.

• Refuse to accept the race to the bottom in
housing worker pay and conditions – take
industrial action if necessary and coordinate
this with other branches and unions.

Most Importantly …

• If you're not in the union join now
using the ‘Join The Union’ link on
www.housingworkers.org.uk 

• Those not in employment can join
Unite’s Community branch
www.unitetheunion.org/growing-
ourunion/ communitymembership/ 
or call 0333 240 9798
(calls chargeable at normal landline
rates).
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Reference Material

(1) Statistical Data Return: Private Registered Provider Social Housing Stock in England 2015-2016
11 October 2016 The SDR provides aggregate data on stock size, types, location and rents at 31
March each year, plus data on sales and acquisitions made between 1 April and 31 March.

(2) Sector Risk Profile 2016 September 2016 Primarily aimed at the boards of registered providers,
this report is intended to help provide a better understanding of those risks in an increasingly
complex and diverse sector.

(3)   2015 Global Accounts of Housing Providers - Report February 2016 and 2015 Global Accounts
of Housing Providers – Spreadsheet Data February 2016 The global accounts of housing
providers sets out information such as registered providers’ income and costs, the value of their
housing assets and the level of borrowing that they have. The report gives an overview and the
spreadsheet provides data on individual housing associations.

(4) Improving Private Renting sets out the growing demand for private rented accommodation
experienced by housing charity Shelter. The charity provides advice, support and legal services
to people struggling with bad housing or homelessness. 

(5) www.socialhousing.co.uk and www.insidehousing.co.uk are the most widely used industry
magazines. 

Useful Articles:

(6) House Building by Housing Associations Down – www.housingworkers.org.uk 

(7) Housing Associations: Record Surpluses Again This Year  – www.housingworkers.org.uk 

(8) Big Housing Associations: Surpluses Up Again – www.housingworkers.org.uk

(9) Axe The Housing Act - New Figures Illustrate Crisis – www.housingworkers.org.uk

(10) Housing Associations Must Beware The Risk Of Going Commercial – The Standard, 26/10/16

(11) Foreign Investors Buy 80% Of Homes In Thameside Developments – The Guardian, 15/01/15
Swooping In reports on how foreign speculators are mopping up in the wake of ‘Brexit’.

((12) Buyers Are Pulling Out Of House Sales Following Vote Leave – But Overseas Investors Are
Swooping In – The Standard, 26/10/16

(13) Social Housing Investment Trust Plots £250m-Plus IPO This Month – City AM, 01/11/16 

(14) Rents Continue To Rise Across The UK And In London – The Guardian, 05/05/16 

(15) New Figures: Housing Bosses Get Inflation Busting Pay Increases  – www.housingworkers.org.uk

(16) Revealed: how developers exploit flawed planning system to minimise affordable housing –
The Guardian, 25/06/15



Useful Resources from Unite

• Making a Pay Claim

• Agency Workers

• Work, Voice Pay - Pay Campaigning

• Fighting and Winning Pay Claims

Contact and Follow Us via

• Suzanne Muna Branch Secretary suzmuna@gmail.com

• Paul Kershaw Branch Chair kershawpaul@hotmail.com

• Arti Dillon Branch Organiser  UNITE.LE1111@gmail.com 

• Facebook www.facebook.com/groups/181528368580712

• Website www.housingworkers.org.uk

• Tweet with us @unitehousing

For general information on Unite:

• Website http://www.unitetheunion.org/

• Facebook unitetheunion1

• Tweet @unitetheunion

10



11



ES/7687/11-16

www.unitetheunion.org

Unitetheunion1

@unitetheunion


