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Discussion Paper for CLG
Self-organised Housing: Levers for Change 

This paper was compiled by NaSBA with input from the RICs and others. 

Policy background
The government currently has no policy position on the self-organised [SO] sector of the housing market. 
The case for encouraging and  supporting the SO sector ranges from increased competition on price, quality, innovation, speed of delivery and aftercare of  new housing, through to community building, greater social cohesion and civic involvement in local governance and Placeshaping. 
The SO sector is generally accepted as representing between 8-10% of total new supply each year, based on records of VAT reclaimable by self-builders and extrapolation from data collected by the Office of National Statistics and CLG Housing and Construction Statistics
. Evidence from the JRF study in 2001of private self-provided housing 
 showed that SO supply usually increases in absolute terms in recessionary periods due the greater availability of land. Therefore, it is reasonable to suggest that self-organised housing may have been rising relatively, in the current market, from 8-10% to 20% or more.
CABE’s recently published “Who should build our homes?” 
 contains an essay “Time for a citizens’ housing revolution” which sets out a more detailed understanding of the potential benefits of encouraging the sector.
Policy promotion

If self-organised housing is to be adopted as a modest but significant strand of local housing markets, with similar status and legitimacy to other mainstream providers, there are several overarching themes that will need to be promoted:
· Advocacy at ministerial level that covers and joins up sustainability, housing, planning, skills/business/product development, third sector and community cohesion policy strands. 

· Brand recognition, through ministerial visits to eg Springhill in Stroud, other self-organised schemes/groups, completed and underway, and attention to overseas exemplars, particularly Germany, which has a significant output of self-organised housing projects that are included in new eco-homes, growth area, regeneration and housing market renewal programmes, funded through EU post-reunification structural adjustment funds 
.

· Building of capacity through publicity, local enabling initiatives, recognition of and  support to national bodies, eg NaSBA, UK Co-housing Network, CSBA , National CLT Coordinating Committee etc.

All these measures need to be characterized as “levelling up the playing field…promoting innovation and more effective competition …etc” and must directly resist the charge that will inevitably be made that this sector is being supported as unfair competition to established providers. 
The following levers for change may also apply to other market sectors. The self-organised perspective is a useful means of seeing more clearly problems that affect all sectors.

Definitions

Self-organised housing includes a wide spectrum of approaches: 

· Self-building: literally building the whole dwelling;

· Self-finishing: taking a property from a housebuilder and completing from first fix, second fix or decorating stages; and

· Self-commissioning: directly procuring professional design services and (house) builder.

In each of these options, the activity may be carried out by an individual or groups, as conventional home owners or renters, or in a group of variable size with some form of social organisation and corporate structure, such as community land trusts, mutual cooperatives, or co-housing groups; institutional forms of delivery and localized governance to which all political parties have been giving increasing or renewed attention. 

Spatial Planning and Housing Policies
1. An Evidence Base is required to support national and local planning and housing policies:
· Strategic Housing Market Assessments - ignore this segment of supply. SHMAs need to assess the current levels of supply, with definitions of what counts, and levels of unmet demand and support needed to realise demand.

· Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessments –  SHLAAs should include sites that may be suitable for particular kinds of self-organised housing, eg Walter Segal construction on sloping sites, made up ground etc, and site sizes/locations and policy situations that may suit and support intentional communities and neighbourhoods.
· National Housing Statistics – The CABE analysis 
 suggests that the categories for ONS and CLG Housing and Construction Housing Statistics data collection should be updated.
2. Policies must be grounded in the broad themes of national and local planning objectives, viz:

· Economic Development – availability of quality housing supply for local employment, development and resilience of SME housing providers and their supply chains, localized product development and off-site production, technology and skills development.

· Housing Market Performance – Resilience of providers and maintenance/increase of supply during recessions, kickstart of weak housing markets by early adopters, increased competition from innovation, quality, aftercare and speed of production.  
· Affordability – recognition of SO housing as having an “affordability edge” ie. reduced risk and profit structures and use of ‘sweat’ capital through self-building and self-finishing cost options, to reduce outturn cost to occupier. 
· Sustainable development and communities – intentional communities to build new communities through early adoption, and to promote sustainable behaviours to supplement sustainable technologies.

· Placeshaping – intentional communities to contribute to the governance of localities.
3. Planning processes – better advice required on:

·  Public land asset management practice - the relationship of Use of Resources to corporate and spatial planning policy and achievement of policy and operational wellbeing outcomes. [Will be needed post-first round CAA reports, in any event.]
· Pro-active pre-planning application discussions - the value, quality and cost of pre-app work to (re-)build trust between applicants and LPA staff, and to create greater certainty before formal planning. [cf. CLG consultation on Killian-Pretty 2 recommendations].
· Local Development Orders and Sustainable Communities Act 2007 designations - to enable SO housing solutions in particular places, where special design and Placeshaping approaches are required and justified. [Urban Buzz LDO recommendation]
Land availability
Access to land is the most commonly cited reason for the relatively low market share of the SO sector. Established housebuilders control the dominant share of sites of all sizes, and access to finance to secure options or ownership. Most enabling measures will therefore have to focus on unlocking access to existing public and private sources of land supply:

· Public land sales with a prescribed proportion of individual or group SO plots, similar to CNT land disposal practice, to ensure that new provision reflects the broad composition of existing markets in terms of tenure, size, price and method of provision, supported by advice on how to maximise plot price, as in Germany.  The planning evidence base should now provide a more informed response to evolving market demands, eg more and different models of housing and care for the ageing “baby boomer” generation. Both the HCA and LSP partners should also be encouraged to support disposals of “small” sites or plots for SO housing (and niche housebuilding) activity, through Local Investment Agreements and the Public Land Initiative.
· Planning conditions (or S106 requirements) to provide serviced individual or group SO plots, within the normal constraints of masterplan, design code, density requirement and development brief for the site, to reflect the evidenced policies. SO sites developed in this way could be included in the Affordable Housing provision, (subject to local value limits?)
· A 'Right to Buy and Build' for ‘approved’ purchasers [possibly as TSA registered or unregistered housing providers] for sole occupation on single plots and group schemes upto a  maximum size threshold, say approx 30-50 homes, either on larger sites, as above, or windfall sites and any consented land in public (and private?) ownership, with an unimplemented or expired permission. Sites acquired with these pre-emption rights would be included as part of the planning conditions or s106 obligations for affordable housing, and could be used with LDOs as above.
 

Finance and enabling for land purchase, development and retail mortgages
A range of new or increased/improved financial products is needed to facilitate development:
· Revolving funds for development finance – for land purchase and up front design, planning and viability fees, based on the Housing Corporation Revolving Fund established in 1988 for group private sector self-build schemes. [Still exists within the HCA] 
· Model JV land development partnerships – standard contract structures and documentation between public land owners and SO groups and individuals for land to be developed under licence, with residual outturn valuations, or geared ground rentals, or sliding scale clawback arrangements on resales within 5 years, similar to Right to Buy and co-ownership leases.
· Approved procurement panels – national or local lists of enablers, design professionals, housebuilders and constructors, appointed on standard terms and risk sharing protocols.

· Mainstream mortgage products – encouragement to mortgage providers to develop and offer an expanded range for recognised/branded SO models, in context of express government support for the SO sector, eg. for self-build, co-housing, coops and CLTs.

· Specialist mortgage products –Local Authority Mortgages for recognised/branded SO models building to Code for Sustainable Homes 4 standard and above, and/or central/local government partial mortgage guarantees to mainstream lenders to cover extra-over Code costs in excess of mortgage valuations.

· Deposit loans - Local Authorities and RSLs providing short term equity loans as deposits to cover the current high LTV ratio gap.
· Equity transfer and release products – possibly including fiscal incentives for older home owners downsizing to release larger family homes and encourage participation in self-care co-housing or other mutual schemes, and needing public extra care services later in life. 

 

Action Learning for cultural and business model change

Any programme for supporting new market entrants will be characterized by established providers as additional competition for land, difficult, more risky etc. ie. thinly disguised code for “not like us, the devil you know, and unnecessary and loss of profit for us…unwelcome competition both in markets and for political access”.  
Professionals in public bodies often find the immediacy of dealing directly with self-organizers more uncomfortable than dealing with fellow professionals in established providers. Thus SO projects are liable to develop a reputation as ‘more expensive…too much bother…difficult people’; as if mainstream processes were easy, streamlined, unproblematical and consistently delivered good public value and quality outcomes. 

Cultural change will therefore need to be explicitly valued and supported, through an Action Learning Programme. Government should support a programme to promote and evaluate a range of SO projects in a number of different “place” settings, over say a 3 to 5 year period, as the basis for policies to mature the sector:

· The growth of a network of ‘secondary’ enabling bodies for SO groups eg. a parallel to the primary/secondary coop relationship that could be developed with mainstream and niche housebuilders (HBF, HBA, AECB), constructors and RSLs.
· Economic development strategy support – through RDAs and councils for new business opportunities for construction and product suppliers and SO enablers.
· Housing and Planning evidence and policy development that fully recognizes the demand and need for SO housing

· Alternative funding models particularly where private finance can be leveraged with low or only temporary/recyclable public expenditure impacts  
· Value for money and capacity to deliver Placeshaping policy outcomes - This could be done with the  HCA, as part of their current VfM studies and outcome appraisals, assessing all alternative approaches of housebuilding more critically, 
· Training for culture change and capacity building for public bodies- through IDEA, CABE, and HCA to develop enabling skills and attitudes.

The Action Learning set could build on current interest in councils like Swindon and in the Cambridge Sub-Region, the potential for SO pilots in the Eco-Towns, the involvement of national SO representative or campaigning bodies, and partnerships with JRF, following their ‘self-build’ studies in 1999/2001, and the newly launched HCA and Young Foundation Future Communities Consortium
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