Westminster Housing Commission

__________________________________________________________________________________
Westminster Housing Commission

_____________________________________________________________________


WESTMINSTER HOUSING COMMISSION

MEETING 1

6th SEPTEMBER – WESTMINSTER CITY HALL

Draft MINUTES

___________________________________________________________________

ATTENDANCE


The Commission

Richard Best 

Chair






RB

Sarah-Jane Curtis

Retail Director, Grosvenor Estate


SC

Natalie Elphicke

Joint Head of Affordable Housing Group, 
NE



Denton Wilde Sapte Solicitors


              

Sir Terry Farrell

Principal, Terry Farrell and Partners architects   TF      

Prof. Chris Hamnett

Professor of Human Geography,Kings College
CH

Cllr Angela Harvey

Cabinet Member for Housing, 


AH



Westminster City Council




Kelvin MacDonald

Director of Policy and Research, 


KM



Royal Town Planning Institute

Nick Raynsford, MP








NR

John Socha


Vice Chairman, 



    JSocha

National Landlords Association

   

Jeremy Swain

Chief Executive, Thames Reach Bondway
JS Anu Vedi


Chief Executive, Genesis Housing Group
AV

Mike Youkee 

Head of Housing Initiatives, 


MY



Quintain Estates and Development plc

Sir George Young, MP







GY

Observers

Kate Barker









KB

Apologies

Sir John Egan 
President of CBI and Chairman of 

 
Construction Task Force
Presentations
1)This is Westminster
Cllr Simon Milton, Leader, 



SM

Westminster City Council

2)Westminster 

Housing Market

Chris Cobbold, DTZ Pieda Consulting

CC
3)Planning Policy Drivers
Barry Smith, Head of City Planning Group
BS




Westminster City Council 

4)Housing Policy Drivers
Rosemary Westbrook, Director of Housing       RW
Westminster City Council

         

Item 1. Opening Speech: “This is Westminster” –Cllr Simon Milton

Cllr Simon Milton outlined that the uniqueness of Westminster was defined by the huge amount of activity and demand within a compact geographical boundary.  SM gave an overview of Westminster’s characteristics, highlighting the extent of the borough’s contrasts and competing demands that the council must respond to and balance in it’s decision-making.  

Development characteristics in Westminster do not provide clear boundaries between commercial and residential areas.  Additionally, not only is Westminster a place defined by huge commercial activity, high property values and wealth but it is also a place that attracts a transient population, economic migrants and vulnerable individuals. 

SM illustrated the extent of the housing challenges and pressures facing Westminster.  He touched on population growth, changes in government housing policy and funding and the operation of the market and how this has ensured that demand for housing has far exceeded supply –causing a growing backlog of people in TA waiting to be re-housed, and high levels of overcrowding.  

SM raised various issues regarding the allocation of existing housing and welcomed the Commission’s view.

SM focused more widely on the area of supply.  He encouraged the Commission to reflect upon a series of questions.  

Firstly, he pointed out the council’s reliance on delivering new units through planning gain plus whatever nominations can be achieved through the new sub-regional arrangements, and asked whether the council is currently maximising its potential through existing channels.

With reference to the supply of new affordable housing at all levels SM addressed the Commission with additional four questions:

· Are there mechanisms that we should be considering that we are not? 

· How might we take greater advantage of the private rented sector?

· Where might the council seek to intervene in the operation of the market that would have beneficial outcomes?

· How can we ensure that the quality of whatever new housing is provided, is appropriate?

SM concluded by illustrating the emerging opportunity presented by the imminent sale of the council and Dolphin Square Trust interests in Dolphin Square, which will set up a new independent housing charity.  Despite being independent of the council, the charity will take into consideration the council’s housing needs and policies and this ensures that the Commission’s work will be crucial in informing the way the new charity carries out its remit.

i)
Summary of Commission Discussion

RB asked the Leader for clarification regarding the kind of influence that the Commission would exercise on the work of the new charity.  SM specified that this would be indirect, rather than direct.  The Commission could for instance make a separate set of recommendations on how the Dolphin Square Charitable Foundation may use its funds.

KM picked up on the affordable housing target (ODPM / WCC) and SM reinforced the council’s position by stressing that the local housing market would not sustain an increase of 50 % due to the fact that it would result in less development overall.  

NR, referring to the background papers, pointed out the gap between units delivered and pledged, and raised 3 practical questions: 

· What more can be done to ensure that whatever is pledged is delivered? 

· How best to maximise outputs from individual sites –does a fixed requirement or target work?

· What is the best balance between social housing and key worker housing /low cost home ownership? 

AV was interested in having further clarification of the sub-regional agenda and the council’s role in it.

NE commented on the sub-regional positioning and questioned whether Westminster was in effect getting it’s fair share. 

CH asked for details of the current scale of RTB and its out-flow.  SM replied that it is virtually gone.

Cllr McKie addressed the Commission and encouraged the group to visit an estate.  

RB welcomed Cllr McKie’s suggestion. 

Item 2. “The Housing Market in Westminster” –Chris Cobbold, DTZ Pieda Consulting

CC presented an analysis of the component parts of Westminster’s housing market dynamics. He outlined tenure and type of dwelling characteristics, pointing out Westminster’s large private rented sector, which stands at 36%.  The analysis also highlighted the marked contrast with Greater London in terms of household characteristics: in Westminster, 35% of households are single adults.

CC proceeded with an illustration of average household incomes and house prices and demonstrated the very high ratio of these, in terms of affordability. 

The presentation additionally provided a picture of Westminster’s migration dynamics –both internal and international- which highlighted a constant churn and a very fluid (and increasing) population. 

On the basis of the data presented, CC raised a number of questions for the Commission to consider:

· What is Westminster’s role in the London market?

· Who should be able to live in Westminster? 

· What is a balanced community –and what benefits flow from balance?

· What are the costs –and benefits- of constant churn?

· How do you bridge the affordability gap? 

ii)    Summary of Commission Discussion

The issue was raised around the meaning / definition of “vacant dwellings”. 

CH discussed tenure changes over time and pointed out that the private rented sector had been in decline since the 60’s and has been rising from the 1990s.

NR highlighted the link between population change and the economic cycle and identified the need for more detailed analysis on the private rented sector. 

NE referred to the “household composition” data presented in Background paper 2 and suggested that a better breakdown of “other households” was needed along with a better analysis of the figures between 1991-2001.

A lot of the discussion centred on the need to:

· Capture in more detail the number, location and housing needs of students

· Know more about HMOs, shared and student accommodation

· Undertake a study on students; the private rented sector and in particular shared flats / HMOs. 

JS raised the following questions:

· Do key workers need to live here?

· Who are the essential key workers for Westminster? Are they those categorised by the government?

· Who are the international in-migrants and out-migrants? Where do they come from and where do they go when they leave?

KB stressed the importance to understand more about the high level of vacant properties in Westminster.

MY mentioned the idea of possible downsizing -what is the best balance in terms of costs between residential care and temporary accommodation – the net cost of older people remaining in general needs housing that would otherwise go to homeless households.
NE emphasised the positive role that older people play in the community and argued against forcing them to downsize.  She expressed her interest in considering housing products that provide choices and support to older people. 

RB referred to research coming out from the JRF about factors impacting housing market demand. Why does demand keep going up? 

· 18 % of the requirement for homes is attributable to international migration 

· 35 – 38 % to ageing population –people staying longer in their homes
NR pointed out to the number of single people in Westminster and to the current planning policies protecting families and whether this implied an obstacle to supply.

NE observed that there were higher proportionate numbers of families (single and dual parent) out-migrating from Westminster and noted that this was a group that perhaps needed special attention given the projected growth of family units contained in the demographic data. 

Item 3. “Planning and Housing Policy Drivers” –Barry Smith & Rosemary Westbrook

Planning

BS set out Westminster’s policy drivers and their relationship to housing delivery.  He echoed the Leader’s points on the reasons why housing is so important to Westminster and summarised the unique pressures that Westminster faces in terms of housing delivery –such as shortage of large sites for housing development, short term lets, high cost of land and housing and intense development pressure. 

BS highlighted how housing features as the highest priority in the Replacement Unitary Development Plan and added that the imminent replacement of the UDP by a LDF provided Westminster with a timely opportunity to assess how its planning policies for housing has delivered and to consider how best to proceed. 

Housing

The paper focused on both demand and supply-side pressures.  With regards to the former, RW reinforced the issue of a growing population; the affordability gap; the high numbers of households in priority need for social housing; homelessness; overcrowding and deprivation. 

In illustrating the supply-side pressures, RW mapped out the nature of Westminster’s existing housing stock (three quarters of which is assumed to be 2-bedroom or smaller); the decreasing funding for subsidised housing and the preferred intermediate market products.

RW concluded by reinforcing the housing challenges confronting Westminster.  She emphasised the extent of supply constraints caused by high costs and availability of sites; the influence of central and regional government policies and the high demand. 

In contrast, RW highlighted the opportunities available in order to address these challenges –such as Dolphin Square Foundation, the very large private rented sector and high value assets and planing opportunities. 

iii)    Summary of Commission Discussion

RB asked the Commissioners to sum up with their key points. 

JS

· Statutory homelessness and no local connection

· Better use of the private rented sector

NE

· Older people

NR

· Development opportunities –e.g. Chelsea Barracks

· Ways to deliver more housing through the planning system

MY

· Mismatch between single person households and supply

· Rough sleeping and mental health

· Homebuy v. other low cost ownership options

AV

· Creative solutions to squeeze new homes from existing land

KB

· There is a need to further clarify the Commission’s desired achievement -what do we want the mix of housing to be? 

KM

· Explore what value can be gained from existing residential sites (Community Land Trusts)

· Integration of strategies and boundaries

CH

· Demand may always exceed supply. What does the council wish to achieve?

· Units over shops

· Need for more data on population flows and how they relate to council stock (in particular refugees and asylum seekers). 

GY
· Role of private sector is unusually large –strategic engagement- e.g. rent deposit, institutional investment (REITs)

· Planning –housing not a priority in the north-west? Council protecting family-sized dwellings?

· 50% no or little local connection. Necessity to benchmark. Is Westminster taking more than its fair share? 

JSocha

· Expand knowledge on students and potential growth in numbers

· Impact of migrant workers (especially on the private rented sector)

SC

· Proactive ways to incentivise housing through planning

· Key workers –who are they? What are we providing?

· Private rented sector

TF

· Densities –public sector housing is developed at lower density in terms of land-use.

· Identify ways to tighten up land use to get more homes

· Can we look at private or other investment on existing estates to deliver more housing?

AH

· Affordable home ownership

RB summed up the key points arising from the session:

· Population growth

· Reduced funding

· Availability of sites is running out

· Intermediate housing market growing

· Who do we think needs to / must be here? 

Item 4.  “Forward Planning” –Cllr Angela Harvey

AH discussed communications issues with the Commissioners.  The independence of the Commission’s views was considered to be highly important.
NEXT MEETING SCHEDULED FOR 23rd NOVEMBER 2005

This meeting will include:

· A visit

· Presentations from the GLA


