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1. Introduction 
 
The National Housing Federation is the voice of England’s housing associations. The sector is the 
largest provider of supported and sheltered housing in the country, providing homes and services to 
more than half a million people across England. The graph below shows the breakdown of supported 
housing services across England, Wales and Scotland.  

 
The Federation’s housing association members provide invaluable support to a wide range of people, 
from people with disabilities to those fleeing domestic violence, as well as older people and those who 
are homeless. It is estimated that housing association landlords provide 76% of all supported housing 
units in England, and 465,000 units across Great Britain.1 

                                                
1 DWP and DLCG (2016) – Supported accommodation review – 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/572454/rr927-supported-accommodation-
review.pdf 
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As well as transforming lives and allowing people to live independently and with dignity, these homes 
and services deliver significant savings to the public purse. For example, for older people, the annual 
saving to the taxpayer through reduced reliance on health and social care services is around £3,000 
per person. For people with learning disabilities and mental health issues, the annual saving per 
person rises to between £12,500 and £15,500.2 
 
The Government’s proposals for the future funding of short-term supported housing services, as set 
out in the consultation, are a very welcome step towards putting the sector on a secure footing for the 
future. We were pleased the Government recognised the importance of the sector by reconsidering the 
decision to apply the Local Housing Allowance (LHA) cap to social and supported housing. And we 
welcome the Government’s overall objectives for short-term supported housing services of ensuring 
quality, securing future supply, and designing a system that meets the needs of the modern welfare 
system. 
 
In preparing our response, the Federation has undertaken extensive consultation with its housing 
association members, comprising:  
 
• Ten regional consultation events with members and local authority representatives, including 

commissioners. 
• Two meetings with the Federation’s supported housing task and finish group. The task and finish 

group is made up of 19 members that have advised the Federation on supported housing since 
2016. 

• Meetings with key stakeholders in central and local government. 
• An extensive webinar with members.  
• A survey with our membership on how the proposals will affect existing provision and future 

development. 
 
In this response, we have set out our overall view on the future funding model for short-term 
supported housing services, as well as answering the relevant consultation questions. We have set out 
some suggested changes, working within the framework set out by the Government, that we believe 
will better meet the Government’s objectives and address the principles we would like to see adopted 
in the funding model. In summary, these changes are:  
 
• The definition of short-term services in the consultation is tightened, so other than services 

intended for very short-stay/emergency accommodation, housing costs continue to be funded 
through the benefit system. 

• Housing costs for very short-stay/emergency accommodation are covered through a grant from 
the Government, administered at a local level.  

• The locally administered grant for very short-stay/emergency accommodation is protected so 
housing costs continue to be met for existing and new services over the long term.  

• Mechanisms for challenging poor quality services and accommodation are built in to the 
administration of the locally administered grant.  

 

                                                
2 Frontier Economics (2010) - Financial benefits of investment in specialist housing for vulnerable and older people - 
https://www.frontier-economics.com/documents/2014/06/financial-benefits-of-investment-frontier-report.pdf 
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We, and our housing association members, remain committed to working with the Government 
following this consultation to develop a detailed funding model for short-term supported housing that 
will secure a long-term supply of these vital homes and services.  
 
2. The principles of a funding model  
 
Short-term supported housing services provide accommodation for some of society’s most 
marginalised and vulnerable people. Across the housing association sector, there is strong 
commitment to ensuring these vital services are of a high quality, making a real difference to lives up 
and down the country. 
 
We wholeheartedly support the Government’s aim of designing a robust and effective system for 
funding short-term supported housing services. To deliver sufficient, and sufficiently diverse, homes 
and services across the country that support people whose lives can be difficult to manage, requires a 
coherent and strategic approach. We are calling on the Government to continue to show leadership on 
this critically important issue, ensuring there is government oversight and a long-term commitment to 
building and maintain the supported housing we need in this country.  
 
Throughout this consultation, the willingness of the Government to engage with the sector has set a 
strong and welcome precedent for collaborative working in the future. 
 
We recognise Universal Credit is not designed to support people to pay their housing costs in 
accommodation where they only stay for a very short period, largely due to the monthly assessment 
period. This means that a new system will need to be in place by the time Housing Benefit ends in 
2022. 
 
Through our extensive consultation, a number of principles have emerged that our members believe 
are important in any future funding model. These closely align with the Government’s stated objectives 
of securing new supply, working with a modern welfare system, and strengthening the focus on 
outcomes, cost control and oversight.  
 
It is also important to note that housing costs are only one element of the funding model for short-
term supported housing services. While we appreciate it is outside of the scope of this consultation, 
the lack of secure funding for support costs remains a significant issue for short-term supported 
housing services. New supply will continue to be constrained until this fundamental issue is 
addressed.  
 
Protecting existing services and bringing forward new supply  
 
The proposal for short-term supported housing services centres on a local system where housing 
costs will be funded through a new ring-fenced grant to local authorities, with 100% of provision being 
commissioned at a local level, underpinned by a new local planning and oversight regime.  
 
While we welcome the Government’s commitment that any grant to cover housing costs for short-
term supported housing will be ring-fenced, the sector is not confident this ring fence will provide the 
long-term funding certainty required. The supported housing sector, and the people it houses, have 
felt the effects of the removal of the ring fence on Supporting People funding. A hostel for homeless 
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people or a transitional scheme for people with mental health difficulties is expensive to build and 
expensive to maintain over its lifetime. A number of housing associations have expressed concerns 
that a ring-fenced grant will not provide certainty that housing costs will be covered in a way that will 
ensure these services remain viable in the future. 
 
Case study – Riverside Housing Association  
 
Riverside Housing Association has plans in place to develop a supported housing scheme for 
homeless veterans.  
 
This scheme comprises 50 units of supported housing for homeless veterans: 30 x 1-bed flats 
receiving high levels of support and 20 x 1-bed flats offering a move-on facility that would be classed 
as short-term supported housing under the definition the Government has proposed in the 
consultation.  
  
Riverside have received a £4.5m capital allocation from the Veterans Accommodation Fund 
administered by the Ministry of Defence (MoD). The scheme has also received internal approval for 
significant additional subsidy from Riverside.  
 
This is currently on hold as a result of uncertainty over revenue funding for housing costs.  

 
We believe it will be difficult to reconcile a locally commissioned model based on 100% of provision 
with the objective of bringing forward new supply:  
 
• Commissioning arrangements are subject to short-term cycles and political changes, but 

developing new schemes is dependent on much longer-term borrowing of often 30 years.   
• Contracts can be subject to year-on-year cuts in funding until schemes become unviable or too 

risky for the provider to continue.  
• Housing associations need the long-term security that rents and service charges will be covered: 

this new model potentially breaks the link between rents and contract price. 
• There is already a lack of capacity in some local authorities to effectively commission support 

costs, and requiring them to also commission housing costs will increase this burden further.  
 
Many of our members have already had discussions with lenders and are concerned about the impact 
these proposals may have on existing loan covenants and future borrowing.  
 
In their response to the consultation, UK Finance has said ‘From the perspective of funders, supported 
housing is generally a higher risk proposition, and short-term accommodation would be regarded as 
riskier still because of the uncertainties around a local ring fence. We suggest that this additional risk, 
taken alongside other prevailing risks in the wider sector could mean diminished appetite for funding 
where this type of supported housing forms a significant element of provider provision.’  
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Case study – Coastline Housing Association  
 
Coastline has a contract with its local authority to deliver short-term crisis and long-term supported 
accommodation. Its current contract began in December 2012, but due to budget cuts the council had 
to change the terms just four months later. It was due to expire in September 2014, but has not been 
re-tendered; instead, the council has opted for four short-term extensions. The contract is currently 
going through a procurement process, with the expectation that it will go to a five-year contract from 
April next year. Coastline wanted a longer contract to give it certainty as it commits to a new purpose-
built facility for the service, but this was not possible. 

Under the existing arrangements, there is at least certainty over Coastline’s ability to service the 
property related costs for short-term services, i.e. everything except the support. Risks are 
manageable and the organisation can take a view on its ability / appetite to underwrite the support. 
Faced with a scenario where both support and housing costs are dependent on local commissioning, 
Coastline is nervous about going ahead with plans for a new building for its homeless service that it 
has been trying to build for nearly a decade.  
 
 
Some housing associations are worried that decisions taken through the assessment of need and 
commissioning arrangements may lead to some critical services no longer being commissioned. Our 
members that provide refuge services raised particular concerns about the ability of local authorities 
to plan for the demand for refuges, due to the lack of local connection, which commonly occurs when 
individuals or families must leave their local area in order to escape domestic abuse. Other members 
are worried that services for some client groups, such as ex-offenders, may diminish under these 
arrangements, given the lack of any statutory duty covering these groups.  
 
We understand that the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) will be tracking current housing 
benefit spend in short-term services, and that the 2020/21 grant to fund housing costs in short-term 
supported housing services would be based on this calculation. The consultation also outlines the 
requirement for local authorities to assess need, and develop supported housing plans. Any new grant 
must both accurately reflect the existing spend on schemes and be able to expand according to both 
need and cost. We are keen to understand how a grant will reflect plans that show a higher need than 
in current housing benefit spend and how these plans will be scrutinised to ensure they accurately 
represent need.  
 
It is also worth noting that many housing associations who provide short-term supported housing 
services are supplementing costs covered by housing benefit with their own resources, so relying on 
DWP data alone won’t provide a true reflection of cost.  
 
One of the advantages of funding housing costs for supported housing through the benefit system is 
that it is demand-led, so it can respond to fluctuating costs and need. It is difficult to see how a local 
ring-fenced grant would be able to respond in the same way. For example, how would a pre-
determined grant be able to grow to meet the current increasing demand for short-term supported 
housing for homeless people? Or how would the grant reflect increasing costs caused by sector-wide 
quality improvements, new safety requirements or utility price increases?  
 
Homelessness is on the rise in England. Many of our members who provide short-term supported 
housing services for homeless people have said that if the planned funding model is implemented in 
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its current form, they will likely be forced to move away from providing this type of accommodation, let 
alone develop any new schemes to help meet this increasing need. This has the potential to undermine 
the positive intention of the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017.  
 
Maintaining the important link with benefits and working with the modern welfare system  
 
We believe, as do most of our members, that as far as possible, the fundamental link between the 
benefit system and housing costs should be maintained in any new funding model. It is very positive to 
see that ‘an individual’s entitlement for help with their housing costs (through Housing Benefit or the 
housing cost element of Universal Credit) will be unchanged’. However, a model based on housing 
costs funded through a ring-fenced grant is a significant change. Benefit will no longer be something 
that follows the individual, but it will become something that is allocated by central Government based 
on the previous benefit spend, and distributed through a ring-fenced grant. The Federation is 
concerned about the implications of this considerable shift and the precedent this may set for the 
future.  
 
While there may be some advantages to short-term supported housing tenants not paying rent or 
service charges, it brings into question the ethos of supported housing being a journey to 
independence where clients learn how to manage a tenancy and the responsibilities that go with it, 
and in the promotion of independent living skills. Instead, we would be creating a housing environment 
that does not reflect the real world – where accommodation is free to the occupier. This all feels very 
much at odds with Government policy on welfare reform, in particular in connection with Universal 
Credit. 
 
For emergency supported housing and services intended for people to stay only for a short period, we 
acknowledge that funding housing costs through the benefit system, particularly with the 
implementation of Universal Credit, requires a different approach. We support the recommendation 
that housing costs for these services are covered through a locally administered grant from the 
Government.   
 
Where we are advocating that housing costs should continue to be funded through the benefit system, 
further improvements will be required to Universal Credit to ensure this mechanism is as effective as 
possible.  
 
Universal Credit is being implemented on a ‘test and learn’ basis and housing associations want to 
continue working in partnership with the DWP to help improve the system. We have already seen key 
improvements to the Universal Credit system and the sector welcomed the changes announced in last 
year’s Budget. However, the following aspects of Universal Credit still need to be considered to ensure 
the system meets the needs of people in supported housing:  
 
• Administration delays and errors leading to delays in payment should be dealt with. 
• The system should be more sensitive to the circumstances of vulnerable people, for example 

homeless people who may not be able to verify their identity, or need support to open a bank 
account.  

• The Trusted Partner programme and the landlord portal should be reviewed to ensure they work 
for supported housing providers. 
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• The implicit consent rules should change so that the DWP can share information with supported 
housing staff to allow them to more effectively support tenants.  

• Eligibility rules should be reviewed as part of the design of the new system to pay housing costs for 
supported housing through Universal Credit.  

 
Addressing cost control and quality  
 
Cost control and quality of accommodation and services is as important for the sector as it is for 
Government. We, and our members, are committed to working with the Government to address these 
important issues for all supported housing, regardless of how housing costs are funded in the future.   
 
There are already measures in place to ensure only eligible service charges are covered through the 
benefit system and housing association rents are covered by the regulator. However, we agree there 
are a small number of high cost short-term supported housing services where there may be 
legitimate questions about value for money. We would welcome a conversation with the Government, 
including the Department of Health  and the Ministry of Justice, about how current arrangements can 
be strengthened to ensure supported housing delivers excellent value for money and improves 
outcomes for people who use these critical services  for example, through a targeted programme of 
action to review significant outliers.  
 
The Government has committed to funding housing costs for what it has defined as long-term 
supported housing through the benefit system, working with the sector to develop and deliver 
arrangements to ensure greater cost control and value for money, while driving up outcomes for 
vulnerable people. Through this consultation, we are arguing that anything other than very short-
stay/emergency accommodation, should be treated in the same way, and we urge the Government to 
bring forward this conversation about quality and cost control as early as possible.  
 
It is also worth bearing in mind that unless short-term supported housing is put on a secure footing 
with certainty over housing costs, further potential savings to the public purse will be lost as housing 
associations may consider it too risky to develop these schemes in the future.  
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Case study – Look Ahead Housing Association  
 
Tabard Forensic Service provides a vital step in the wider forensic mental health pathway, supporting 
residents to move on from a secure mental health setting, whilst managing risks. Opened in April 
2014, the service houses 19 male residents aged 18-74 who are seriously affected by mental health 
needs and have a significant offending history. 
 
Tabard Forensic Service provides excellent value for money for people stepping down from secure 
mental health inpatient services.  

Per unit, per week it is:  

• £2,972 cheaper than the average cost of a medium-secure mental health inpatient service  
• £2,412 cheaper than the average cost of a low-secure mental health inpatient service  
• £377 cheaper than the average cost of a local authority residential care service 

For health and social care commissioners in Tower Hamlets, actual savings have been even greater. 
Tabard Forensic Service has contributed to reducing the use of registered care and hospital 
admissions and saved:  

• £3,777 per week per service user in residential care placement costs – out of borough (ten service 
users)  

• £2,639 per service user per week in residential care costs – In borough (seven service users) 
 
There is a huge need to develop more of this provision in line with the New Models of Care for forensic 
services. However, Look Ahead has said it would not be able to develop new schemes of this kind 
based on the current proposals and a two-year definition of short-term supported housing.  
 
 
 
3. Responses to the consultation questions  
  
Through consultation with our members, we have provided a response to the relevant questions in the 
consultation. Our response is shaped by our view on how we can best meet the Government’s 
objectives for a future funding model and address the principles we have identified, as set out above.  
 
Question 1: Do you agree with this definition? [Yes/No] Please comment  
 
Short-term supported housing is for people who have experienced a crisis or emergency in 
their lives and need additional support for a short time or a planned short-term stay as 
part of transition to stable longer term accommodation. For this model we have defined it 
as:  
 

• Accommodation with support, accessed following a point of crisis or as part of a 
transition to living independently, and provided for a period of up to two years or 
until transition to suitable long-term stable accommodation is found. 

 



 

Page 9 

While the Government identifies meeting the needs of the modernised welfare system as 
one of the reasons for seeking to reform the funding of supported housing, the proposal for 
short-term supported housing services outlines a much broader definition than that 
required to address the issue of Universal Credit.  
 
While we accept some supported housing services are designed to be transitional rather 
than for life, we do not believe that this should drive a completely different funding model 
for these services. As we have said above, we believe that for anything other than very 
short-stay/emergency accommodation, housing costs should continue to be funded 
through the benefit system. Some of our members have suggested that a more appropriate 
terminology would be ‘immediate access accommodation’, which better captures the 
nature of the services. We recommend that appropriate terminology is considered as we 
work up the detail of the future funding model.   
 
For the purposes of this consultation, we urge the Government to consider a much tighter 
definition of services where housing costs are covered outside of the benefit system, 
focusing on schemes where Universal Credit is a problem. We believe this is line with the 
recommendations of the Work and Pensions and Communities and Local Government 
Committees, who said ‘the Government is right to consider an alternative funding 
mechanism for very short-term accommodation, given the emergency nature of that 
provision and the inability of Universal Credit to reflect short-term changes in 
circumstance.’  
 
Our recommendation that the definition be tightened is supported by UK Finance who say 
‘the principle of a narrower definition of “short term” would seem to be a practical solution 
that could reduce some of the risks in funding this type of supported housing.’ 
 
It is important that it is the intention behind the service that should drive whether housing 
costs sit in the benefit system or are covered by a grant. For some schemes, it will be 
straightforward to make this distinction, and our members have suggested that an average 
length of stay of 12 weeks may be an appropriate mechanism for doing this as this broadly 
fits with existing provision such as assessment centres and direct access hostels. For 
other schemes, it may be less straightforward as both types of provision may exist in the 
same building, with people moving between the two. 
 
Schemes where housing costs are funded outside of the benefit system could be defined 
along the following lines:  
 

• Accommodation with support, accessed following a point of crisis, and intended for 
a period of up to approximately 12 weeks, or until suitable longer-term 
accommodation is found.  

 
However, as acknowledged in the consultation, supported housing must be people-focused 
and serve those who depend on it. Any definition must be sufficiently flexible to 
accommodate schemes that are designed around people and do not fall neatly into one 
category or another. Perhaps more importantly, decisions about how housing costs are 
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funded should be driven by what makes sense for the provider and users of the service, 
rather than by an absolute definition.   
 
If the Government goes ahead with the definition as currently drafted, we are concerned 
that local authorities will put pressure on a very broad range of local supported housing 
schemes to declare themselves as part of the local system, and stop charging rent to 
tenants and occupants even where the length of stay is relatively long (e.g. 18 months to 
two years) and predictable.   
 
We are committed to working with our members and with the Government following this consultation 
to model how existing provision would fit with this distinction between very short-stay/emergency 
accommodation, and other forms of transitional supported housing where people stay longer before 
moving on.  
 
We are also committed to working with specific member groups, such as those who manage refuges, 
who may be exploring other models that cater to the unique challenges facing this part of the sector. 
 
Question 2: What detailed design features would help to provide the necessary assurance that costs 
will be met? 
 
Our response to this question is based on our view that housing costs for longer term transitional 
supported housing should continue to be funded through the benefit system.  
 
As we have set out above, we agree that housing costs for very short-stay/emergency accommodation 
are funded outside of the benefit system.  
 
We support local authorities having a role in administering a government grant to fund these housing 
costs. However, for some services where there is no local connection, as is common in the case of 
those fleeing domestic violence, other solutions may need to be explored. While we are supportive of 
the review into refuges, we would welcome clarification from the Government on how it plans to 
reconcile findings from the review and this consultation process. With the review expected in autumn 
2018, the timing of the current consultation has raised questions around how these two pieces of work 
will complement each other. 
 
In order to provide assurances that housing costs will be met, we believe there should be a very tight 
ring fence and specific rules about how the funding should be administered and what it should be 
spent on. We do not believe that housing costs should be commissioned by the local authority, due to 
the concerns we have set out in section 2 of this response, but we do agree that local authorities 
should have discretion not to fund housing costs where there are proven concerns about the quality of 
services or accommodation.  The Federation supports the Government’s intention to conduct a new 
burdens assessment to ensure that local authorities are fully compensated for the new 
responsibilities of managing this fund.  
 
We would urge the Government to explore how it can go further than a ring fence in providing 
assurances that housing costs will continue to be funded over the long term. One way of doing this 
would be to underpin a grant with some form of statutory obligation to provide accommodation of this 
nature, however some of our members expressed concerns that statutory obligations of this kind 
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would lead to very high eligibility thresholds. Other aspects we urge the Government to pursue 
include:  
 
• How any grant can cope with growth in cost, including service charge costs such as utility bills, or, 

for example, additional costs related to improving safety for tenants, particularly in the wake of the 
Grenfell tragedy 

• How any grant can cope with growth in demand; any calculation based on previous year’s housing 
benefit spend and/or local authorities needs assessments must include a buffer to allow for 
fluctuation in demand, and ensure that there is scope for new development 

• Confirmation of uprating by CPI+1%, as confirmed for the rest of the housing association sector 
• How innovation / outcomes based models of delivering supported housing can be encouraged 

under any funding model  
 
Where housing costs for supported housing are funded through the benefit system, there will need to 
be a mechanism for providers to recover housing costs where people do not stay in the service long 
enough for their Universal Credit claim to go through. This is important as many supported housing 
schemes, by their nature, experience a high turnover of tenants who do not stay as long as anticipated. 
This system will need to be developed for long-term supported housing, regardless of the definition of 
short-term services. We are committed to working with the Government and our members to work up 
an appropriate mechanism in more detail.  
 
Question 5: Do you agree with this approach? [Yes/No]. Please comment. 
 
In two-tier local authority areas, the grant will be allocated to the upper tier, to fund provision as 
agreed with districts in line with the Strategic Plan. Grant conditions will also require the upper tier to 
develop this plan in cooperation with district authorities and relevant partners. 
 
We believe that any grant to cover housing costs should be administered by the district councils in 
two-tier areas. Local housing authorities already sit within district councils; from this experience and 
insight they are best placed to administer a local short-term supported housing fund. Local housing 
authorities will also be developing homelessness prevention strategies as a result of the 
Homelessness Reduction Act 2017. It is essential these two local policies complement each other.  
 
Question 6: The draft National Statement of Expectation sets out further detail on new oversight 
arrangements and the role of local authorities. We would welcome your views on the statement and 
suggestions for detailed guidance. 
 
We welcome the intention behind the draft National Statement of Expectation. While we would 
recommend rephrasing the content around commissioning to instead discuss administration, the 
statement overall is reasonable and makes the important point about the diversity of the sector.  
 
On guidance for considering other relevant government strategies and local partners, we would 
recommend the addition of collaboration with local health partners, such as Health and Wellbeing 
boards. 
 
The Federation is supportive of the Government’s intentions to enable fair access even where no local 
connection has been established. This is particularly important for the domestic abuse sector, as well 
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as for ex-offenders and those recovering from substance dependency. We recognise that for this to be 
effective, good cross-border collaboration is needed, and any new provision arising from cross 
authority strategic planning would have to have fair investment from all local authority partners. 
 
We recommend the conversation on long-term supported housing is prioritised so that a National 
Statement of Expectation for all supported housing can be considered as a whole. 
 
Question 8: How can we help to ensure the local authorities are able to commission both 
accommodation and associated support costs in a more aligned and strategic way? Do you have further 
suggestions to ensure this is achieved? 
 
There are concerns within the sector that, in an environment of ever-decreasing social care funding, 
customer groups to whom the local authority has no statutory duty to will be at greater risk of 
decommissioning. This specifically relates to generic single homelessness services. 
 
Without either ring-fencing the current funding available for generic single homelessness services 
within any grant or introducing a statutory duty to single homeless people that goes beyond the advice 
and support outlined in the Homelessness Reduction Act 2017, this group will continue to be most at 
risk from local authorities’ increased pressure to meet their statutory duties in an environment of 
ever-decreasing funds. 
 
Question 9: How will you prepare for implementation in 2020, and what can the Government do to 
facilitate this? 
 
We would urge the Government to consider pushing back the full implementation of any new funding 
model for supported housing back to 2022, when Housing Benefit comes to an end.  
 
We believe we need to properly understand and model the impact of a new funding model, and work 
through the implications for the sector, before it is fully implemented. Not only would this give the 
sector time to prepare and build in a transition period, it would also give the Government time to work 
through how best to size any grant to cover housing costs, based on the most up-to-date estimates of 
current spend, and fluctuating costs and need.  
 
We also think that the funding of supported housing needs to be considered in its entirety and we 
would like to consider the detailed proposals for long-term supported housing alongside these 
proposals for short-term housing.  
 
However, we do not want to extend the period of uncertainty for providers or users of these critical 
services, so we urge the Government to provide clarity on key aspects of the proposals as soon as 
possible.  
 
 
 


