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The Mayor’s Housing Covenant: Homes for working Londoners 

 

The National Housing Federation is the voice of affordable housing 
in England. We believe that everyone should have the home they 
need at a price they can afford. That’s why we represent the work of 
housing associations and campaign for better housing.  Our 
members provide two and a half million homes for more than five 
million people. And each year they invest in a diverse range of 
neighbourhood projects that help create strong, vibrant 
communities. 
 
In September 2012 Mayor of London Boris Johnson launched the 
first part of his new Housing Covenant, a series of papers setting 
out his plans for housing in the capital. Homes for working 
Londoners deals with improving the intermediate housing offer and 
is aimed at the growing population of working Londoners on a range 
of modest incomes who are priced out of owner occupation, and are 
not a priority for the allocation of affordable rented housing. The 
paper emphasises that the lack of appropriate housing options for 
these individuals and households could potentially precipitate ’a 
damaging drain of the skilled workforce that drives London’s 
economy.’ 
 
The Federation welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Mayor’s 
proposals. 
 
The key points to note in the Federation’s submission are: 
 

 We strongly support efforts to encourage a thriving 
intermediate housing market in London, which is 
easier to access and understand, and which 
encourages mobility. 

 

 We also support the delivery of new intermediate 
housing supply, and a wider variety of products. We 
are delighted that so many of our members have bid 
for the new funding.  

 

 The Mayor’s office should set out clear plans for 
resolving any difficulties that may arise at borough-
level around local planning and allocations 
requirements. 

 

 The Federation applauds the Mayor’s intention to 
improve the secondary market for shared ownership, 
but has significant concerns that this, as well as the 
marketing of intermediate housing in general, will be 
seriously hampered by the changes to First Steps 
Agents. 
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1.0 Separating product from property 

 

Separating product from property is an excellent idea and a valuable way to ensure that affordable home 
ownership options can respond to purchasers’ needs, and offer greater choice.  The Federation has been a 
strong proponent of giving housing providers this kind of freedom and flexibility for many years. However, extra 
risk for housing associations can arise from foregoing the precise income stream they can expect from a 
development at scheme appraisal-stage however, and from the possibility that different proportions of shared 
ownership and shared equity to those assumed will be delivered.  Many Federation members are confident 
that these risks will be mitigated by the fact that (amongst other things) the range of products they can offer 
will make properties easier to dispose of. However, the GLA will need to make a commitment to a 
proportionate and appropriate approach to risk sharing. The GLA should also evidence the work they are 
doing with mortgage lenders to ensure there are no unnecessary barriers to sales. 
 
The current planning system allows local authorities to exercise control via the planning system over what 
kinds of intermediate housing is delivered in their local areas; this has impacted on the ability to develop 
properties with flexible tenure. We understand that the GLA have had productive discussions with several 
London local authorities on the subject of the proposed delivery of new intermediate homes, and that so far 
local authorities have responded positively to the subject of delivering flexible tenure, in order to increase 
delivery. However the Federation urges the Mayor’s office to develop a clear strategy for negotiating with 
boroughs and ensuring that local plans support rather than hinder a more flexible approach, should issues 
arise in the future. 
 
The Federation look forward to working with our members and the GLA to deliver new innovative intermediate 
products and increasing consumer choice. Some Federation members have raised concerns around delivering 
certain new products, for instance rent-to-save, which has been attempted in the past with limited success and 
where there are very few mature developments that allow us to measure performance. The GLA should set 
out how they propose to support newer products to ensure that they are successful.  
 
We look forward to observing the results of the pilot the GLA is currently running in partnership with Affinity 
Sutton which will offer customers a choice of shared ownership and shared equity. We hope the GLA will 
commit to sharing the outcomes of this pilot in a timely manner, and to ensuring that lessons learned will be 
applied to the delivery of the Homes for Working Londoners programme. 

 

2.0 Improving the secondary market and extending eligibility 

The Mayor’s proposals on reforming the secondary market for affordable home ownership are eminently 

sensible and reflect discussions the Federation has previously had with the GLA. We welcome the proposal to 

provide improved and consistent information and support for those wishing to move within the intermediate 

sector. These measures should help remedy some long-standing misconceptions about intermediate housing 

options. 
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The GLA is right to extend eligibility for First Steps, as an important way of improving mobility within shared 

ownership and recognising the value of shared ownership as a tenure in its own right. It is a positive step to 

address the anomalies that sometimes arise as a result of local eligibility criteria, and which can hold up sales 

of intermediate properties. The GLA should develop a viable strategy for managing any local issues that may 

arise as a result of these proposals. The proposal to extend eligibility for a shared ownership property to 

anyone living in London, via a cascading system, rather than local authorities reserving the right to market the 

property exclusively to local residents is an area where the GLA may need to provide support. It is important to 

ensure that local authorities are signed up to the benefits of a more flexible system. We understand that 

discussions with local authorities have proved very positive on removing eligibility controls such as the right to 

guarantee a property to local key workers in perpetuity, and feedback suggests local authorities are more 

concerned about delivery. However past experience suggests local requirements can conflict with the Mayor’s 

priorities, and that some local authorities may be understandably reluctant to forgo some of these controls. It is 

important the GLA develops a strategy for managing these potentially competing demands. 

 

 

2.1 Reconfiguring First Steps Agents’ service 

 

The Federation welcomes the GLA’s willingness to work with us on the details for the reconfiguration of the 

service, although a number of concerns remain outstanding. The Federation is in discussion with the GLA to 

ensure that these issues are taken into account when finalising the new service. 

 

With regard to concerns that providers were not given enough notice of the changes to put local arrangements 

in place for the proper marketing of intermediate homes, the Federation maintains that the five months 

between the announcement and proposed implementation of the changes is not a realistic time for providers to 

accommodate the changes. This proposal fundamentally misunderstands the substantially increased 

resources that housing associations will have to put into marketing and in some cases the creation of entirely 

new organisational structures to accommodate this new function, which was previously not necessary. It also 

appears to overlook the time it will inevitably take for any revised approach to bed in – and the implications this 

may have on meeting the housing needs of working Londoners. This kind of reorganisation mid-way through a 

financial year and delivery programme could substantially impact upon housing associations’ business plans 

and capacity in other vital areas of their work – such as capacity and appetite to deliver further intermediate 

housing. However, failing to invest in this kind of resource could leave associations materially disadvantaged 

in fulfilling the objectives of the Mayor’s housing covenant. Either way associations feel strongly that their 

ability to deliver the laudable aims of Homes for Working Londoners will be seriously compromised by the loss 

of this resource, and its replacement with a service which is not necessarily fit-for-purpose for the marketing of 

this type of property. 

 

Aside from their ability to deliver new intermediate options, housing associations are also concerned about 

what the changes could mean for their existing intermediate housing commitments under the AHP 2011-15. 

Once again, creating new capacity to market properties in-house and at the scale required is an unforeseen 

cost and is unhelpful to delivery of the programme. 
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The loss of the centralised customer enquiries service is another factor which will increase the costs for 

housing associations in delivering intermediate properties. Aside from the fact that customer feedback 

suggests the telephone enquiry service is greatly valued by customers, the GLA’s response to organisational 

concerns is also insufficient. The GLA have stated that the majority of enquiries to the service relate to 

individual applications, and as First Steps will no longer handle applications this will reduce the number of 

calls. This is misleading. Under the new system, the number of calls will not reduce, but will simply be received 

by housing associations instead of the FSAs, further increasing demands on resources. This will likely be both 

time consuming and costly for housing associations, as well as damaging to the customer journey. Where 

once a single help-line was available to all applicants, now applicants will need to seek information via a 

myriad of different customer service channels. This mirrors the open market more closely as is the Covenant’s 

stated intention, but only insofar as it replicates many of the most commonly-cited frustrations of consumers 

purchasing and renting on the open market. 

 

In addition, there are no guarantees on the crucial issue of data collection, which is one of the most valuable 

features of the current FSA system. The data currently held by the FSAs is essential to inform investment, 

policy and marketing decisions. In particular we are concerned about the loss of data about customers’ 

income-levels and affordability, as well as levels of demand as this will seriously impact on housing 

associations’ abilities to make informed bids, and to feel confident in committing to delivery. The GLA also 

appear to question the quality of data of collected and the standard of sales leads it generates – this is 

contrary to the extensive feedback we have received from housing associations. Our members value this data 

and its role in reducing sales time and associated costs. Furthermore, evidence of demand is vital for the work 

the housing association sector continues to undertake with lenders on increasing the supply of mortgages for 

intermediate housing. We also assume it has an important role to play in ensuring the GLA are able to draft 

evidence-based intermediate housing policy. We welcome the GLA’s offer to form a working group to influence 

the details of the new portal, and we feel this critical function of the FSAs should be fully provided for and 

preserved by any new vision for First Steps. 

 

The National Housing Federation believe that proposed changes could increase rather than reduce duplication 

and bureaucracy for both customers and associations. There are also serious concerns about the ability to 

perform targeted marketing. The GLA has suggested that targeted marketing of intermediate products to 

appropriate social tenants could free up much-needed social housing, but without the ability to do this kind of 

marketing this will be more difficult. The important aim of improving the secondary market will also be 

hampered by removal of the current service – communicating revised eligibility requirements and the need to 

improve the quality of information would be best administered by a one-stop-shop. The fact that intermediate 

housing is a sub-market product, subject to eligibility criteria means that it cannot operate in an identical way to 

the open market, we hope that the GLA will recognise this when formulating the new portal. 

 

Finally, the lack of proper consultation around these changes is a serious concern to the National Housing 

Federation and the sector. Whilst the GLA is right to seek to avoid delaying implementation, this should not be 

at the expense of due process and the legitimate concerns of housing associations, who are crucial to 

delivering the Mayor’s intermediate housing aspirations. Our members have expressed a great deal of concern 

that the proposals for change as they stand will have a detrimental impact on their ability to deliver affordable 

home ownership options in the capital, both under the current Affordable Homes Programme and beyond. We 

also believe there is great support for the retention of the one-stop shop principle; the collection and sharing of 

data and intelligence; the delivery of headline, targeted marketing, and a filtering service. We also understand 

that both existing FSAs have discussed options to continue providing a similar level of service at no cost the 

GLA. 

 

We hope that housing associations, as the primary deliverers of intermediate housing in the capital, will be 

properly involved going forward in creating a new, more streamlined service. 
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2.2 Conclusion 

 

Homes for Working Londoners recognises the long-standing need to improve access to affordable home 

ownership options for people in the capital, and to increase both supply and consumer choice. The CBI’s 

December 2012 London Business Survey cites high housing costs as one of the top three key factors 

threatening London’s position as a global city1. The National Housing Federation believes that intermediate 

housing options are a vital tool for addressing this threat, and helping ordinary Londoners who aspire to home 

ownership realise that goal. The Mayor’s proposals offer practical solutions to unlock delivery and to make 

intermediate housing more attractive and accessible to a wider range of consumers. The Federation and our 

members are extremely positive about both the message this sends out about shared ownership and other 

products, and about the possibility of achieving real improvements in the intermediate market in London. 

 

In order to fully realise the aims of this Covenant, we hope that due consideration will be given to our 

recommendations to ensure that local and London-wide priorities are in agreement on delivering the Mayor’s 

vision. We also urge the GLA to ensure that a reconfigured First Steps service will not jeopardise the ability 

and appetite of housing providers to effectively market and deliver affordable housing options.  

 

We look forward to working with the Mayor and the GLA to improve London’s intermediate housing offer. 

 

                                                

 

 
1
 CBI London Business Survey December 2012 

http://www.cbi.org.uk/media/1892095/cbi_kpmg_london_business_survey_dec2012.pdf

