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Summary of key points: 
For housing associations, devolution can signal a significant change in their operating environment, as 
new approaches to housing, planning and public service reform are being developed collaboratively on a 
new geographical basis. This paper sets out some broad principles for devolution, which, if adhered to, will 
maximise the opportunities for housing associations which devolution presents and mitigates some of the 
risks. We invite housing associations to engage and respond to the principles set out here as part of the policy 
development process on devolution.

1. Devolution deals include a commitment to tackle the housing deficit 

2. A partnership approach to housing delivery

3. Funding is flexible and responsive to locally agreed priorities

4. Establish a mechanism to assess and release land and assets for housing development

5. Strategic planning across local authority boundaries with ambitious housing targets

6.  Fiscal devolution is used as a tool to sharpen incentives for economic growth without undermining  
 an area’s ability to deliver housing, regeneration and public services

7.  Regeneration

8.  Public sector reform - health and social care integration, and employment and skills



Introduction
Where there is strong leadership and a vision for change, greater devolution has the potential to transform 
an area by bringing decision making and investment much closer to local priorities, providing the investment 
tools and flexibilities to deliver tailored solutions based on local needs. But such extensive changes to funding 
models and governance processes are not without risk.

The National Housing Federation has been analysing the opportunities and risks for housing associations and 
supporting our members to position themselves as influential businesses that can deliver a step change in 
housing supply, and support devolved areas to deliver on their public sector reform ambitions. 

Building on this experience, we have developed a set of core principles which we believe to be essential 
components of any successful devolution deal and subsequent approach to delivery. These principles are 
set out below and will form the basis of our overall policy development approach to the emerging devolution 
agenda. We invite members to comment and input to our overall approach to policy development on 
devolution. 
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Principles of devolution
1. Devolution deals include a commitment to tackle the housing deficit 

Good quality affordable housing is necessary to ensure our major towns and cities, and more rural areas, have 
a housing offer that meets the needs of their current and future residents. In some areas there is a severe 
shortage of housing supply, there may be an overheated housing market with prices far exceeding local 
incomes, in other areas lower demand, poor quality housing stock, a dysfunctional private rented sector and 
a need for regeneration and a more aspirational housing offer. There is a need for an overarching strategic 
approach to tackle the housing deficit in all of its forms. It’s vital that we ensure directly elected mayors 
recognise and prioritise housing as an essential component for achieving an area’s ambitions for economic 
success and make clear commitments to deliver a range of housing solutions based on local priorities. 
Housing associations who are active in the devolution area should be involved in strategic discussions on 
creating and delivering a vision for housing.

2. A partnership approach to housing delivery

Housing associations in England have an ambition to deliver 120,000 new homes every year by 2033. They 
have the aspiration to own or manage nearly six million homes, housing over 12 million people in good-
quality homes across different types and tenures. Housing associations will need the right investment, skills, 
resources and freedoms to realise this potential. 

Housing associations have an important role to play in supporting public sector reform, and provide homes 
and services to identified harder to reach groups that the reform agenda is targeting.  

It is essential that local/combined authorities work in partnership with housing associations in order to 
achieve their ambition to tackle the housing deficit and support economic growth, to address unemployment 
through the improved provision of employment and skills services and to integrate health and social care.

Housing associations are collaborating effectively to ensure they are maximising their influence and speaking 
with a single voice to promote their value and impact and to bring their expertise to devolution discussions 
on economic growth, housing investment, planning and public sector reform issues. Successful models 
for ensuring housing associations are involved in strategic decision making and delivery of devolution deal 
objectives include: 

•  The Sheffield City Region Housing Providers Forum

• The Memorandum of Understanding between Greater Manchester Housing Group and the Greater 
Manchester Combined Authority

•  The West Midlands Housing Association Partnership

• The Liverpool City Region Housing Association Group

• Five housing associations are involved in devolution discussions in Cornwall, with three sitting on a  
 steering group that is developing the devolution deal with the Government.
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Case study – Sheffield City Region Housing Compact – Joint HCA Bid  

Across the Sheffield City Region, housing associations, local authorities and arms length management 
organisations (ALMOs) are working together as a Social and Affordable Housing Compact. The Compact 
has submitted a joint bid to the Homes and Communities Agency (HCA) on the Shared Ownership and 
Affordable Homes Programme September 2016 bidding round.

The bid gives a clear evidenced baseline and sets out ambitions for future growth, identifying the following 
main strands of activity:

• maximising housing association business plans

• maximising affordable homes in planning gain, in parallel with Starter Homes and underpinned by  
  further HCA investment 

• harnessing the strength of the investor market

• direct delivery of market rent and market sale

• use of public sector land and resources in areas targeted for strategic growth

• working collectively on large sites

• developing strategic partnerships with health and social care

• collaborating with SMEs

• exploring new housing models

• unlocking smaller/rural sites through investment in infrastructure

To support delivery, the Compact Bid included a series of asks on flexibility, infrastructure funding, 
investment and partnerships.

3. Funding is flexible and responsive to locally agreed priorities

Devolution deals should take a place-based approach to housing investment which enables public funding  
to be pooled and used flexibly according to locally agreed priorities, where the funding fits the project, rather 
than vice versa. This encourages innovative approaches to ending the housing crisis, which work with the 
grain of the local housing market, rather than focusing on the outputs currently associated with individual 
funding streams. 

There is general consensus that delivering a broad range of tenures is the most effective way of maintaining 
and increasing the supply of new homes, especially in periods of uncertainty, and housing associations are 
uniquely placed to do this. To deliver a range of affordable homes that is right for their business and right for 
their local housing market (based on evidenced need), housing associations must have the flexibility to use 
public funding, alongside significant amounts of private finance they are able to lever in, and to have strong 
partnerships with the local/combined authorities where they operate. 

A flexible approach to housing investment, based on agreed local priorities, will ensure that housing 
associations are better able to effectively manage risk; retain an element of counter-cyclicality in their 
businesses; and, plan and build affordable homes at a predictable and faster rate over the medium to  
long term.
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4. Establish a mechanism to assess and release land and assets for housing development

Access to land is essential for housing delivery. Devolution deals should establish a mechanism for the 
identification, assessment and release of land and assets for housing development. This can be in the form of 
a land commission as in the West Midlands or a joint assets board as in the North East. 

The National Audit Office reported in July that the Government has met only 5% of its target to release 
enough public sector land for 160,000 homes by 2020. The delivery of affordable and social rented homes by 
housing associations requires some form of subsidy. This subsidy can be in the form of local authority land, 
put forward for development on a long-term investment basis, which effectively de-risks sites and enables 
viability for development. Such an approach to land release must be part of devolution deals if an area’s 
housing ambitions are to be achieved.

Land, especially in former industrial areas, can be a liability, rather than an asset. An integrated approach 
that matches appropriate investment with land availability, such as the provision of the West Midlands Land 
Remediation fund, ensures that land can be economically developed.

Case study – West Midlands Land Commission

The West Midlands Land Commission put out a call for evidence on a set of land and planning issues to 
help inform their programme of activities. It invited comment on a range of policy areas. We welcome  
this inclusive approach which draws on the wide range of expertise available. The emerging West Midlands 
Housing Association Partnership were quick to pull together a joint response which highlighted the  
key themes and priorities for housing associations based on their extensive experience on land and 
planning issues.

5. Strategic planning across local authority boundaries with ambitious housing targets

The creation of combined authorities and the development of a single spatial framework across this wider 
geography offers a more holistic approach to planning across a more functional geographic area. This should 
not be restricted to land use planning, but linked to ambitious housing objectives. Devolution deals should 
ensure that there is a consistent and ambitious approach to spatial planning at a scale encompassing a 
viable housing market area. A new spatial framework, must be based on robustly evidenced housing need 
and economic and population projections. New mayoral powers should demonstrate leadership on strategic 
planning across a city-region or multi-county geography and drive a step change in housing supply which is 
more closely linked to infrastructure, transport policy and economic growth.  

Case study – West of England 

The four local authorities in the West of England are currently consulting on a Joint Spatial Plan and Joint 
Transport Study, following a launch event on the 8 November 2016. Housing associations who have been 
working collaboratively across the West of England to engage with the West of England Local Enterprise 
Partnership and the emerging devolution deal for the area are currently developing a sector response to 
raise concerns about the lack of affordable housing within the draft plan.



6. Fiscal devolution is used as a tool to sharpen incentives for economic growth without 
undermining an area’s ability to deliver housing, regeneration and public services

Proposals for 100% Business Rate retention and discussions around other opportunities for fiscal devolution, 
such as Stamp Duty Land Tax, have the stated policy intention of enabling an area to benefit from the 
proceeds of growth – thereby sharpening incentives – and providing additional and flexible revenue streams 
for development and service provision. However, with such significant changes to local/combined authority 
funding streams, based wholly on an ability to attract investment, there is potential to exacerbate the existing 
imbalance in the economy. It is important to ensure that areas that may have a weaker tax base, less potential 
for economic growth and that also have a significant need for housing related investment –- for example areas 
with low value stock and regeneration needs – are not further disadvantaged by significant funding cuts.

7. Regeneration

A new vision for regeneration must bring effective place-based interventions together to address local needs. 
Devolution deals should capitalise on the opportunities for regeneration offered by local funding settlements, 
a more strategic approach to spatial planning, and a partnership approach that can draw in land, investment 
and expertise from a range of partners alongside the active involvement of existing communities. Joined-up 
thinking about investment in infrastructure, public services and employment and skills is vital to sustainable 
regeneration and delivering real change for those not currently sharing in the benefits of economic growth. 
Housing associations are ideally placed to deliver these tailored, local outcomes in partnership with 
communities.

Case study – Creating a new Pendleton regeneration project in Salford

Devolution and more tailored local solutions offer an opportunity to deliver successful regeneration such 
as in Pendleton, Salford.  The £650 million project ‘Creating a New Pendleton’ scheme delivered by the 
strong partnership between Together Housing Group, Salford City Council and Keepmoat. 

 The regeneration project comprises:

• A makeover of existing homes giving tenants stylish, modern, energy-efficient and secure homes;

• New homes for affordable rent and sale; and 

• Community projects to provide jobs and improve health and wellbeing.

The makeover has meant that 1,270 properties have undergone a £75 million refurbishment programme.  
This has included each property getting a new bathroom, kitchens, heating systems a complete rewire  
and new insulation.  

New build homes are also integral to Pendleton.  So far, 227 properties have been built, with a further  
66 new homes planned for sale and 52 for affordable rent. The Together Housing Group investment will  
be almost £40m over all phases of build. To date, 62% of the properties sold on Pendleton One went to  
first time buyers and half came from people who lived within two miles of their new home.  

The regeneration scheme had a strong employment focus including; job clubs, digital skills, interview 
preparation, mentoring, traineeships and work placements. So far, 328 new jobs have been created with 
336 jobs safeguarded and 83 new apprentices have been taken on with more in the pipeline.

Local amenities such as the Salford Arts Theatre have also benefitted, along with the Pendleton  
Co-operative which has given out over £10,000 to community-based initiatives.  Meanwhile, links  
with innovative schemes like the Salford Time Bank that reduces social exclusion and isolation.
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8. Public sector reform

The aim of the public sector reform agenda is to provide more integrated service provision and reduce public 
spending in the face of increased demand. Service reform has a focus on prevention, increasing choice, 
opening services up to a wider range of providers to drive down costs through competition, devolving decision 
making to the lowest appropriate level and improving transparency and accountability of public services.  
This is in recognition of the need for transformation to tackle the increased demand for public services 
and the pressure on budgets that threatens sustainability in the longer term, particularly in relation to an 
ageing population demographic and the perceived failure of the work programme to address long-term 
unemployment in deprived areas.

Housing associations operate in some of our most deprived areas and have a unique relationship with 
residents, many of whom have been identified as  the harder to reach groups that public sector reform 
programmes want to target. Housing associations take a long–term approach to working in their communities 
and should be engaged in local dialogues about design, commissioning and delivery of services.

Case study - Greater Manchester Public Sector Reform Board

Housing associations in Greater Manchester have formed a providers group as a mechanism for 
collaboration and partnership working with the combined authority through a formal memorandum of 
understanding. The providers group also has nominated representation on the Public Sector Reform 
Board and Health and Social Care Task and Finish Group. The Reform Board has the lead responsibility to 
drive place-based integration across Greater Manchester across a range of transformation work streams.

8a. Health and social care integration

The integration of health and social care is essential to improving outcomes for those in need of health and 
social care services, and for delivering person centred services which are financially sustainable for the 
public purse. The NHS currently faces the dual challenges of sustainability and transformation; major funding 
issues as the demand for social care increases, and the need to maintain delivery of acute services whilst also 
making the change to promoting independence and prevention. There are particular complexities for health 
and social care integration in two tier council areas where housing and planning functions are delivered at 
district level and social care is delivered at county level.

Housing associations are well-placed to support the NHS to address the challenges of sustainability and 
transformation. A collaborative approach to service delivery and long-term planning will help achieve the 
vision of community based provision in a way that eases pressure on the NHS and social care services. 
Housing associations across Greater Manchester are working closely with the Greater Manchester 
Combined Authority on integrating health and social care services, providing neighbourhood level prevention 
interventions based on locally researched needs that have demonstrable cost saving and outcome impacts.



8b. Employment and skills

A joined up employment and skills service, founded on a robust understanding of local skills needs and gaps 
and involved local employers is essential for reducing unemployment and supporting economic growth, and 
ensuring that all residents benefit from growth. It is also vital to recognise that an increase in housing supply 
cannot be achieved without a parallel increase in construction skills.

Many housing associations are already delivering employment and skills services to their residents and in 
the wider communities where they operate. Nationally around half of working-age social housing residents 
are currently not in work. One third of working-age social housing residents has a disability, with just 23% 
of these in employment. This means that a significant percentage of the people that public sector reform 
programmes are trying to reach are living in social housing and, therefore, it is essential that programmes to 
tackle employment and skills gaps work with social landlords to achieve results. 

Stronger alignment and integration of housing associations into employment services would save costs, 
improve service users’ experience and better target those facing complex barriers supporting local 
and national government aspirations around helping those who are furthest from the jobs market into 
employment.

Case study - Motiv8 – Building Better Opportunities 

Motiv8 is the combined effort of five social landlords in the Greater Manchester area coming together 
to deliver employment services across the region. It is a result of funding from the Big Lottery Fund and 
European Social Fund’s Building Better Opportunities programme, which aims to provide employment, 
skills and education opportunities to those who are furthest from employment, including ex-offenders, 
people with drug and alcohol dependencies, the LGBT community and homeless people. 

The project is one of 38 Local Enterprise Partnership areas in the country to be awarded Building Better 
Opportunities funding. 

The five social landlords that make up Motiv8 are New Charter Group (who are also the lead), ForViva, 
Bolton at Home, Stockport Homes, and Wythenshawe Community Housing Group. They will deliver the 
contract across Tameside, Oldham and Trafford, Salford and Bury, Bolton and Wigan Stockport and 
Rochdale, and Manchester respectively. 

Manchester Athena

These five organisations are part of Manchester Athena, a consortium of 15 social landlords, which was 
formed as a response to devolution. Working in partnership allows members of Athena to bid for large 
scale contracts such as Building Better Opportunities. When such contracts come up for tender, the 15 
partners will decide between themselves which members are most suited to bidding for and delivering the 
contracts and will then form sub-groups such as Motiv8. 

Motiv8’s successful bid for the Building Better Opportunities contract has resulted in £9.7m worth of 
funding to be awarded to the consortium, which will be used to deliver services for the next three years. 

Delivering for devolution 

The services include workshops, community outreach, training, providing volunteering opportunities  
and employment skills such as CV writing. While the main focus of the service is employment, there 
will also be an emphasis on health and wellbeing and addressing other factors that prevent some of the 
most hard to reach people from gaining employment. Services will mainly be delivered to customers on 
a referral basis, with local authorities, job centres, health trusts and other such organisations referring 
people to Motiv8.

Continues on following page...
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Case study - Motiv8 – Building Better Opportunities continued

As well as the five key providers, a number of other specialist partners in the Greater Manchester region 
will be supporting the project. These include Wai Yin Society, Shelter, Home-Start, Migrants Supporting 
Migrants, LGBT Foundation, Challenge 4 Change and One Manchester. 

The services that are being provided are ones that all five of the housing associations that make up Motiv8 
are experienced in delivering on a smaller scale to their own tenants and communities. Devolution has 
allowed them to form a wide reaching partnership, and the framework they have formed will enable them 
to deliver these services on a much larger scale to a wider audience and therefore having a much bigger 
positive impact on the Greater Manchester region. 

It is estimated that over the next three years approximately 3,900 people will be able to access the services 
provided by Motiv8.
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Conclusion
The broad principles set out in this briefing paper have emerged from extensive engagement with devolution 
negotiations across the country. The areas where housing associations have been most successful in 
influencing negotiations and securing a partnership approach with their local/combined authorities have been 
where the Federation has supported housing associations to:

• speak with one voice to the combined authority and to the Government

• evidence and aggregate the scale of their impact

• have a clear and ambitious vision

• having a collective sense of what their combined development, investment and divestment strategies  
 look like

• being clear that collectively housing associations have significant funds for housing development and  
 make strategic decisions about where to invest

• demonstrate how they can support the combined authority to negotiate and deliver the best settlement

• achieve the best possible operating environment by making clear ‘asks’ and ‘offers’

• ensure a formal role within devolved structure.

We welcome comment and input from members on the principles set out in this briefing paper. 

Further information 
To find out more about what is happening on devolution in your area or to get more involved, please check our 
latest devolution updates online, contact your local External Affairs Manager 

Please send your comments/input on the principles set out in this briefing paper to Catherine Brabner,  Policy 
Officer, Localism on 0117 929 7388 catherine.brabner@housing.org.uk @Cbrabner.
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National Housing Federation
25 Procter Street, London WC1V 6NY
Tel: 020 7067 1010    Email: info@housing.org.uk

www.housing.org

Find us or follow us on:

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.


