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15 February 2017 

 

 

 

Briefing: 

The Federation’s response to the Housing 

White Paper 

 

The Housing White Paper proposes a number of changes that will help reshape the 

approach to housebuilding and boost the nation’s housing supply. These changes are 

centred around four areas, corresponding to the chapters in the White Paper:  

1. Planning for the right homes in the right places 

2. Building homes faster 

3. Diversifying the market 

4. Helping people now. 

This briefing outlines the key features and new announcements under each of these 

areas and the potential impact on housing associations. It also updates on next steps 

and how the Federation plans to respond to the white paper consultation. 
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Introduction 

On 7 February the Government published its long-awaited Housing White Paper, Fixing Our 

Broken Housing Market, in which it promised a radical vision for housing and long-lasting 

reforms to deliver a step-change in supply.  

While few of the policy interventions could be called ground breaking, together they represent a 

positive step in the right direction and go some way to delivering a comprehensive and strategic 

framework to fix the housing crisis.  

Perhaps the most significant element of the Housing White Paper is the Government’s 

narrative. The Government now, rightly, recognises that our housing market is broken, caused 

by decades of not building enough homes – acknowledging that this is one of the biggest 

barriers to progress that the country faces.  

The Housing White Paper outlines the Government’s desire to build many more homes, for rent 

and sale, and the importance of doing so in order to create a country that works for everyone. 

This is a diagnosis and ambition that housing associations share – and reflects the positive 

relationship that has emerged between the sector and the Government. 

The Housing White Paper is the start of a conversation, with a number of the measures subject 

to further consultation and exploration. The Federation will engage with members and the 

Government in this process, as outlined in the final section of this briefing. Though it’s unclear 

how many of the measures will make a difference in the short term, with continued political will 

the package of subtle changes can help reshape the approach to housebuilding. These changes 

are centred around four areas, corresponding to the chapters in the White Paper:  

1. Planning for the right homes in the right places 

2. Building homes faster 

3. Diversifying the market 

4. Helping people now. 

This briefing outlines the key features and new announcements under each of these areas, as 

well as the potential impact on housing associations. It also updates on next steps and how the 

Federation plans to respond to the Housing White Paper consultation. 

  

mailto:Peter.French@housing.org.uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fixing-our-broken-housing-market
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fixing-our-broken-housing-market


  

Contact name: Peter French                                   Lion Court 

Job title: Policy Officer                                     25 Procter Street 

Direct line: 020 7067 1084                                    London WC1V 6NY 

Email: Peter.French@housing.org.uk                               info@housing.org.uk  

                                              www.housing.org.uk 

   3 
                                              

 

1. Planning for the right homes in the right places 

This chapter of the White Paper focuses on ensuring that the planning system is fit for purpose, 

that local authorities understand their level of housing need, and that land is available in the 

right places and at the right price to deliver the homes that are needed. The proposals seek to 

address inconsistencies in the current system where local plan uptake is patchy, slow, 

expensive and bureaucratic, and where there are discrepancies in how authorities calculate 

housing need, in three main ways. 

Making it simpler for local authorities to get local plans in place and keep them up to date, by:  

 Intervening when necessary to ensure local plans are put in place, and introduce 

regulations requiring local authorities to review local plans at least once every five years. 

 Consulting on changes to the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) requiring local 

authorities to prepare a Statement of Common Ground, setting out how they would work 

together to meet housing requirements and other cross-cutting issues. 

 Removing the expectation for local authorities to be covered by a single local plan, enabling 

spatial development strategies to be established, and improving the use of digital tools to 

make plans and planning data more accessible.  

 Consulting on options for introducing a standardised approach to assessing housing 

requirements, with a new methodology to apply by April 2018. In addition, the NPPF will be 

strengthened so that authorities are expected to have clear policies for addressing the 

housing requirements of groups with particular needs, such as older and disabled people.  

 Improving transparency over the ownership of land. 

Ensuring that enough land is allocated to meet the housing need set out by local plans, by: 

 Requiring local authorities to have a clear strategy to maximise the use of suitable land, and 

requiring their housing requirement to be met in full unless there are strong reasons that 

would prevent them doing so.  

 Increasing support for housing on brownfield land. 

 Providing support to local authorities through a £45m Land Release Fund to release more 

public sector land for homes, and consulting on extending their flexibility to dispose of land 

at less than best consideration. It is also proposed to amend national policy to encourage 

local planning authorities to consider social and economic benefits of estate regeneration, 

and use planning powers to help deliver this to a high standard. 

 Strengthening support for small sites, including expecting local planning authorities to have 

policies that support the development of windfall sites, and giving greater weight to using 

small undeveloped sites within settlements for new homes. There will also be much 

stronger support for sites that provide affordable homes for local people.  

 Committing to a programme of new garden towns and villages, and legislating to allow 

locally accountable New Town Development Corporations to be set up, with the benefits of 

streamlined planning procedures and encouraging local-led, high-quality environments to 

be created.  
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 Committing to protect the green belt and amending national policy to make clear that 

authorities should only amend green belt boundaries when they can demonstrate they have 

examined fully all other reasonable options. 

Committing to building on the positive movement created by Neighbourhood Planning, and 

ensuring that communities continue to have control over development in their area, by:  

 Providing further funding to neighbourhood planning groups from 2018 to 2020, and 

amending planning policy so forums can obtain a housing requirement figure from their 

local authority. 

 Improving the approach to design by requiring local and neighbourhood plans to set out 

clear design expectations.  

 Looking at further opportunities for simplifying and rationalising housing standards, and 

consulting on improving new home energy performance standards this Parliament, if 

evidence suggests there are opportunities to do so without making homes less affordable. 

More detail on this will be set out in the Government’s forthcoming Emissions Reduction 

Plan. 

 Ensuring that land is used more efficiently. To achieve this, amendments to national policy 

are proposed which will require developments to make efficient use of land and avoid 

building at lower densities where there is a shortage of land, particularly in urban locations. 

 Committing to review the Nationally Described Space Standard to ensure greater local 

housing choice.  

 

Federation response  

 Reaffirming the importance and certainty of local plans: These measures are a welcome 

commitment from the Government, reaffirming the importance and certainty local plans 

bring to the development process. More flexibility for local authorities in the production of 

spatial plans across functional geographic areas should allow authorities to work together 

to meet housing need. The requirement to review plans at least every five years is welcome, 

ensuring housing targets remain up to date. 

 

 Local Plans Expert Group: We are delighted to see the Government taking on some 

recommendations of the Local Plans Expert Group. The Federation supported many of the 

recommendations the group put forward. The key measure of standardising housing needs 

assessment methodology is particularly welcome. We will continue to engage with the 

Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) as this guidance emerges. 

 

 Allocating land and land values: The measures around land are also welcome, and will help 

suitable land come forward, including small sites. This is a good start, but we would like to 

see a much stronger connection between allocated land and land values so the quality of 
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development is not compromised, and the required level of affordable housing can be met. 

We will engage with DCLG through the consultation period to make the case for this.  

 

 Fund to support local authorities to release public land: This announcement is welcome, as 

is the flexibility to dispose of land at less than best value. This is something that the 

Federation has been calling for. We will continue to emphasise how housing associations 

are ideally placed to partner with the Government to ensure a broad range of affordable and 

market housing is built on this land. 

 

 The green belt: We are disappointed that a more radical approach to the green belt has not 

been taken. While we support a brownfield-first approach, we only have enough brownfield 

land to support less than five years of housing need in full. Brownfield land presents 

problems such as contamination, meaning that not all of this land can be developed first. 

More land entering the planning system is required to boost the number of homes, and we 

would like to see the Government encouraging local authorities to undertake strategic 

reviews of their green belts. This could include releasing lower-quality land and replacing it 

with land of higher quality, so would not necessarily result in a loss of allocated green belt 

land. Reviewing green belts through the local plan, which are consulted on publically, would 

ensure that the process is transparent and democratic. 

 

 Neighbourhood planning: The Federation has supported the principle of community-led 

planning, and welcomed neighbourhood planning as a tool allowing communities to plan 

how they want their area to develop. Allowing neighbourhood planning groups to obtain a 

housing requirement figure from their local authority will ensure a joined-up approach to 

housing need and will reduce the conflict that can occur between neighbourhood plans and 

local plans. 

 

 Garden towns and villages: The continued commitment to new garden towns and villages, 

and legislation to allow New Town Development Corporations to be set up to deliver them, 

is welcome. This will allow locally-driven solutions to come forward providing the types of 

homes most needed.  
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2. Building homes faster 

The White Paper cites that, as of July 2016, 684,000 homes with detailed planning permission 

granted on sites had not been completed. Of these, building had started on 349,000 homes. The 

measures in this chapter of the White Paper aim to combat the often significant lags between 

plans being developed, full permissions for new homes being granted, and those homes being 

built, by introducing several key measures. 

Increasing the level of certainty around planned housing numbers, by: 

 Amending the NPPF to give local authorities the opportunity to have their housing land 

supply agreed on an annual basis, and fixed for a one-year period. There is also 

commitment that neighbourhood plans which plan for housing are not deemed out of date 

where a local authority has failed to maintain a five-year land supply.  

 Allowing local authorities to increase nationally set planning fees by 20% from July 2017 if 

they commit to investing the additional fee income in their planning department. In addition, 

making £25m of new funding available to help authorities in areas of high housing need plan 

for new homes and infrastructure.  

 Consulting on introducing a fee for planning appeals to deter unnecessary appeals.  

Aligning new infrastructure with new housing, and taking a more coordinated approach, by: 

 Targeting the £2.3bn Housing Infrastructure Fund at the areas of greatest housing need, 

opening a capital grant programme to bids in 2017, making the money available over the 

next four years. This is expected to fund a variety of infrastructure projects, where they 

unlock the delivery of new homes.  

 Amending national policy requiring local authorities to identify development opportunities 

that investment in infrastructure will bring. 

 Investigating how high quality digital infrastructure can be delivered, and review what the 

Government can do to ensure that utilities planning and delivery keeps pace with 

housebuilding across the country.  

Supporting developers to build more quickly, by: 

 Continuing to tackle unnecessary delays caused by conditions. 

 Examining options for reforming developer contributions, responding to the independent 

Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) review at Autumn Budget 2017. 

 Committing to change the way the Government supports training in the construction 

industry, including launching a new route into construction training from September 2019. 

Holding all involved in the development of housing to account, and improving transparency on 

the delivery of new homes, by: 
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 Requiring more information to be provided about the timing and pace of delivery of new 

housing, and requiring large housebuilders to publish aggregate information on build 

rates. 

 Amending national policy encouraging local authorities to assess how likely a site is to 

be built, on the basis of previous permissions, when determining planning applications. 

It is also being considered whether to take into account an applicant’s track record of 

delivering previous housing schemes when determining applications.  

 Consulting on amending the timescales for developers to implement a permission for 

housing development from three years to two years, except where a shorter timescale 

could hinder the viability. 

 Simplifying and speeding up the completion notice process. 

 Encouraging use of compulsory purchase powers to support building on stalled sites. 

 Introducing a new housing delivery test, as previously mooted in the consultation on 

changes to the NPPF in 2015, to ensure local authorities are held accountable.  

 

Federation response  

 Allowing local authorities to fix housing land supply for a one year: We welcome this 

measure as it will give much greater certainty to all parties offering an impartial starting 

point for developers wishing to build new homes.  

 

 Allowing local authorities to increase fees in order to commit resources: This is also a 

welcome move, if it enables local authorities to deliver a more effective service. We are 

conscious that this White Paper places more burdens on local authorities and we are not in 

a position to comment on whether the proposals would bring enough funding to carry out 

these additional exercises. We also welcome the introduction of a token fee for planning 

appeals as this would alleviate some of the cost to the taxpayer, deterring developers from 

‘gaming’ the system.  

 

 Making the link between housing and infrastructure more explicit: The Federation has 

repeatedly called this so these proposals are welcome, and should assist in unlocking more 

land for new homes. The measures will hopefully provide comfort to communities that 

existing services will receive a capacity boost and not suffer as a result of future 

development.  

 

 Extending the National Infrastructure Commission’s (NIC) remit to housing: Our White 

Paper submission called for the NIC remit to be extended for housing, and for large-scale 

housing sites to be determined through the Nationally Significant Infrastructure Process 

(NSIP) if such schemes are compliant with local planning policy. We believe this joined-up 

approach, allowing housing sites to be located in areas where the commission recommends 

new infrastructure is delivered, will increase political buy-in and certainty around 

timescales for decision making. The White Paper announcements are steps in the right 
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direction, but we will continue to call for the remit of the NIC to include housing. We want to 

ensure all communities, urban to rural, benefit from infrastructure investment and believe 

the NIC offers the right vehicle to do this.  

 

 The Housing Delivery Test: Originally introduced in the consultation on changes to the 

NPPF, this test will hold local authorities accountable for their role in ensuring new homes 

are delivered. It will provide a mechanism for establishing the reasons why they are not 

delivered, and any policy responses that ensured further land for housing comes forward. 

We welcome a more robust system of measuring delivery against need, with a strategy to 

overcome persistent under delivery, but will again urge that local authorities will need 

substantial resources to undertake this exercise and it should not come at the expense of 

the standard planning department functions. 

 

 The independent CIL review: We look forward to the Government’s response to the 

independent CIL review, and will continue to press the importance of Section 106 for 

delivery of affordable housing. We will continue to highlight the great work housing 

associations already do to upskill their tenants and train them in construction. 

 

3. Diversifying the market 

The Government has rightly identified that how the housing market currently operates – with a 

lack of competition – constrains the number of homes built. The Government notes that the 

dependence on a small number of volume housebuilders, whose business model limits the 

number of homes built, and that housebuilding methods have remained largely unchanged for 

the last 100 years, impacting on the sector’s productivity.  

To address this, the Government is introducing measures to support new and different 

housebuilders, more innovation in methods of construction, and supporting new investors into 

residential development. Government note the vital role housing associations have to play, how 

the sector builds the vast majority of affordable homes, and increasingly market homes, and is 

more resilient in times of market downturn. The key measures include: 

 Establishing a new Accelerated Construction Programme, which aims to support 

diversification by Government partnering with small and medium sized firms. 

 

 Supporting more Build to Rent developments by:  

o consulting on changing the NPPF so local authorities plan proactively for Build to Rent, 

where there is need, and make it easier for Build to Rent developers to offer affordable 

private rent, instead of other types of affordable housing 

o ensuring family-friendly tenancies of three or more years are available for those tenants 

who want them on Build to Rent schemes. 
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 Supporting housing associations to build more by: 

o setting out a rent policy for beyond 2020 and undertaking further discussions with the 

sector before doing so, with a view to building confidence to plan ahead. 

o putting social housing regulation on a more independent footing. 

o reiterating their position that housing associations belong in the private sector and 

implement the deregulatory measures needed to ensure this. 

o urging housing associations to explore every avenue for building more homes, 

acknowledging the sector’s ambition to do this, but also recognising the importance of 

all housing associations making use of their development capacity. 

o expecting housing associations to improve their efficiency to release additional resource 

for house building. 

 

 Boosting innovation and productivity by: 

o stimulating growth through the Accelerated Construction programme and Home 

Builders’ Fund 

o supporting a joint working group with lenders, valuers and the industry to ensure 

mortgages are available across a range of tested methods of construction 

o considering how the planning system is working for modern methods of construction. 

 

Federation response  

 Developing a more mixed economy: The Government is right to seek to increase diversity in 

the housebuilding industry and we welcome attempts to develop a more mixed economy. 

Our White Paper submission emphasised how the majority of housing associations should 

be considered SME housebuilders and will continue to explore how the measures listed can 

be of benefit to the sector. 

 

 Improving quality and certainty in the private rented sector: We welcome the Government’s 

moves to improve quality and certainty in the private rented sector. This is an ambition 

housing associations share and are best placed to deliver. The Federation, alongside a 

number of members, has already written to the Housing Minister setting out the sector’s 

commitment to continue driving up standards in the private rented sector by offering 

renters greater choice and security, giving families greater certainty and flexibility, and 

delivering a more professional service. 

 

 Affordable private rent: While we understand the Government’s aim of growing the Build to 

Rent sector, this shouldn’t come at the expense of other forms of affordable housing. We 

are concerned by the creation of affordable private rent and its inclusion as affordable 

housing in the NPPF. It’s unclear how affordable private rent differs from affordable or 

intermediate rent, and how it will improve development viability beyond traditional forms of 

affordable housing, especially shared ownership. 
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 Future rent policy: We welcome the Government’s recognition that future rent policy is of 

vital importance to housing associations and will have a significant impact on the sector’s 

ability to fulfil its supply ambitions. The White Paper makes it clear that the Government 

intends to work with the sector to develop a suitable rent policy for the period beyond 2020, 

and we believe a truly consultative approach is the only way to achieve a positive outcome.  

We have recently consulted with members on the future of housing association rents and 

they have been clear that future rent policy must support long-term business planning, 

ensuring rents remain affordable for current and future tenants. The Federation will be 

working with members and the Government over the coming months to secure a long term, 

sustainable future for housing association rents.  

 

 Recognition of housing associations’ existing contribution to increasing supply and calls for 

the sector to go further: This is a further reflection of how the sector is seen as part of the 

solution to the housing crisis. The focus on ensuring all housing associations use their 

capacity to deliver new homes is unsurprising. The Federation is already working with rural 

and smaller members to explore how they can increase their housebuilding and we plan to 

build on the recent Savills research on the sector’s untapped potential to better understand 

where latent borrowing capacity sits and how it can be unlocked. 

 

 Measures to boost innovation and productivity: Historically the diversity of the housing 

association sector has made crafting a sector narrative around efficiency and impact 

difficult, leading some to argue housing associations are inefficient. While it is imperative all 

organisations continue to explore opportunities for improvement and greater impact, it is 

also important for the debate about efficiency to be grounded in evidence rather than 

perception.  

 

The Federation is clear: the evidence shows housing associations have been reducing 

operating costs whilst maintaining the quality of services provided to tenants over the last 

seven years. We support the Sector Scorecard initiative, a set of 15 performance indicators 

developed by a group of housing associations, as it provides an excellent opportunity for the 

sector to use consistent measures to demonstrate performance.  

The measures to boost innovation and productivity are expected and welcome. Housing 

associations already trial innovative approaches to housebuilding through off-site 

construction and modular design, and the measures around land and rents have the 

potential to create the right conditions to significantly increase the number of homes built 

using these methods.   
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4. Helping people now 

The Government rightly points out that England has some of the highest house price inflation 

and worst affordability in the OECD. The White Paper notes the impact of rising prices on 

younger people trying to get on the housing ladder. It references the effect on renters, with the 

average couple in the private rented sector now spending roughly half their gross income on 

housing costs. In recognition of these challenges, the long-term measures intended to increase 

housing supply are complemented by immediate interventions now – many of which are already 

in place – and include: 

 Reiterating the commitments made to the Help to Buy Equity Loan scheme, the extension of 

Right to Buy discounts to housing association tenants, and the additional funding and 

greater flexibility available under the 2016-21 Shared Ownership and Affordable Homes 

Programme (SOAHP). 

 

 A new Lifetime ISA, launching in April 2017, to help younger adults save, offering a 25% 

bonus on up to £4,000 of savings a year. These can be put towards the purchase of a first 

home or withdrawn once the person reaches the age of 60. 

 

 Amendments to the details previously released on Starter Homes: 

o Starter Homes, just like shared ownership, will be available to households with an 

income of below £80,000 (or £90,000 in London), with buyers also required to take out a 

mortgage. 

o There will be a 15 year repayment period during which, if the home is sold, some or all 

of the 20% discount is to be repaid. 

o Rather than a mandatory requirement of 20% Starter Homes on all developments, local 

authorities will have the discretion to determine an appropriate level of Starter Homes 

based on local needs and markets. 

o The NPPF will be amended to introduce a clear expectation that housing sites deliver at 

least 10% affordable home ownership homes, with local areas free to determine the mix 

of those homes. 

o Further amendments to the NPPF will allow more brownfield land to be released for 

developments with a higher proportion of Starter Homes, including bringing forward 

more vacant, underused and unviable land, and on brownfield land in the green belt. 

o An expectation that focusing on a wider range of affordable housing, not just Starter 

Homes, will lead to 200,000 new homeowners by the end of the parliament. 

 

 A new statutory duty will be introduced through the Neighbourhood Planning Bill for the 

Secretary of State to produce guidance for local authorities outlining expectations for 

planning to meet the needs of older and disabled people. The Government is also keen to 

explore barriers to older people moving and find sustainable solutions to these. 
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Federation response  

 Additional investment in and greater flexibility over the SOAHP: The Government is right to 

recognise, given many of the measures proposed require further consultation and/or 

exploration, the need to make more immediate interventions. In our submission to the 2016 

Autumn Statement, we outlined how greater flexibility would help the sector better meet 

local housing need, and accelerate building rates. We welcome the announcement of 

additional investment in and greater flexibility over the SOAHP, and how it can help bring 

forward more sites, reduce sales risk and ensure the sector remains counter-cyclical. 

 

 Lifetime ISA: We also welcome the introduction of the Lifetime ISA. This recognises raising 

a deposit remains a key barrier for potential first-time buyers. This new ISA has the 

potential to bring home ownership within reach for more of this group. 

 

 Starter Homes: The changes to Starter Homes reflect the feedback of the Federation 

throughout the progression of the Housing and Planning Act. The introduction of income 

limits ensures consistency with other affordable home ownership products, and will ensure 

Starter Homes help those priced out of the market. The changes to the repayment payment, 

alongside the need for a mortgage, can help reduce speculative purchase and gaming of the 

product, offering the potential for further reinvestment in affordable housing.  

 

It is absolutely right that local authorities be given discretion to determine how many Starter 

Homes, alongside other forms of affordable housing, are delivered in their area, according 

to local housing need. This change should ensure housing delivery better reflects local need 

and, in turn, accelerate build out rates. These changes should help ensure Starter Homes 

don’t simply replace affordable housing that would otherwise have been built and helps 

ensure Section 106 remains a critical source of affordable housing. 

 

 Planning to meet the needs of older people: We also welcome the new statutory duty to 

provide guidance for local authorities on planning to meet the needs of older people. It is to 

be hoped this complements the proposed standardised approach to assessing housing 

need. In our submission to the Housing White Paper, we cited the sector’s experience in 

housing older people and how we were exploring the potential for housing associations to 

work with stakeholders to develop products that better met their needs, including ways to 

help older people ‘rightsize’. We will continue to engage with members and the Government 

as their thinking progresses. 
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Conclusion and next steps 

The range of measures set out in the Housing White Paper offer a positive step in the right 

direction and go some way to representing a comprehensive and strategic framework to fix the 

housing crisis.  

The Government also launched two consultations with the publication of the White Paper: 

 on the package of proposals in the White Paper itself, closing on 2 May 2017 

 on planning and affordable housing for Build to Rent, closing on 1 May 2017. 

The Federation will be responding to both consultations and we are currently considering how 

best to engage with members to get their feedback on the proposals. We will share more detail 

on this shortly, but in the meantime if you would like to share any feedback please get in touch 

with Peter French (peter.french@housing.org.uk). 
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