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In September 2017, the Government announced an 
additional £2bn investment in affordable housing, 
and stated it will encourage councils and housing 
associations to build homes for social rent in 
parts of the country where the need is greatest. 
This provides an additional incentive for local 
authorities and housing associations to work  
more closely to help resolve the housing crisis.

The housing crisis in England means we need to build 275,000 homes per year and 
keep up with demand. In addition to this, housing affordability in relation to average 
earnings has worsened, with challenging market conditions making developers 
reluctant to build.



Why collaborate?

Local authorities and housing associations both aim to provide better homes for  
people and places. They share the ambition to provide affordable housing, plus 
supported housing for vulnerable groups, and to regenerate existing areas. They  
have complementary skills and resources, making them an effective partnership.

In partnership, the sectors can make a greater 
impact and build more and better homes. Sharing 
core principles and goals makes them well placed 
to develop housing together.

The sectors combined have the resources to 
make them effective delivery partners. Housing 
associations bring development and housing 
management expertise, while councils bring 
strategic links in to the key elements of the 
planning process and often possess land  
assets. Both have strong mandates as community 
leaders and, on a practical level, can borrow at 
competitive rates. 

Senior officer, housing association

“We’re in it for the same  
reasons as local authorities are. 

We’re not in it for the money.  
We’re in it for the long term –  
we’re managing the estates  
so we have a vested interest  

in doing it well.”
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Challenges

There are challenges facing the two sectors which hold back the collaboration  
between the two sectors from achieving its full potential. For one, greater confidence 
in housing policy could provide a more stable context for partners to operate within. 
Other challenges are:

•  Reduced income (including rental income) has 
reduced the sectors’ confidence and capacity  
to build even more affordable housing.

•  There is a lack of development-ready,  
affordable land. 

•  The previous emphasis on home ownership and 
the private rented sector has failed to grasp the 
scale and urgency of the unaffordability issue. 

•  Genuinely mixed tenure development which 
accurately reflects local housing need could  
be encouraged more.

•  Budget cuts reduce the time available to engage 
and develop relationships. 

•  Commercialisation strategies, developed 
as a result of budget cuts, can frustrate the 
other sector – for example, local authorities 
increasingly seek the maximum value for their 
land assets whereas housing associations need 
affordable land to develop affordable homes. 

Despite all of this, the relationship between  
the sectors remain positive, and these  
challenges emphasise the importance and 
potential of collaboration. 



Models of collaboration

Local leaders of housing associations and local authorities can consider three different 
models of partnership on offer, why they might choose them and for what purpose.

 Model What is it? Why use it?

Informal collaboration Non-binding flexible partnership 
with projects done on an ad hoc 
basis.

Strategic collaboration

Joint Venture Partnership

Councils and housing associations should decide the best option based on their local priorities, and 
whether partnerships are delivering homes that meet local people’s needs and that people can afford. 

Already delivering homes 
in many cases – where 
relationships are well-
established and high-functioning, 
it may be the best model locally.

Problem-solving, coordinated 
approach to work locally and 
overcome system-wide barriers.

Can accelerate and facilitate the 
development of homes, where 
system-wide barriers have 
been identified, and there is a 
willingness to overcome these.

Jointly-led investment in 
development focused on  
specific projects.

 Can be the most effective way 
to get homes built, particularly 
where there is a lack of available, 
affordable land or challenging 
market conditions.
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How to collaborate effectively

Whatever approach is chosen, there are principles for effective collaboration  
which are focused on how to achieve outcomes, whatever the specific goals and  
form of the partnership.  

These are important to ensure the relationships  
on the ground are high-functioning, whatever  
the structure.

Principles for effective collaboration

Partnerships should:

Be ambitious and impact-focused

Respond to local need

Recognise mutual strengths

Focus on the present and future

Take a place-based approach to outcomes

Engage the community effectively

Solve system-wide problems



Recommendations

At a local level, we recommend that: 

•  Housing associations and councils look more 
closely into the benefits of closer collaboration 
and partnership working, using the principles 
presented in this report to develop an effective 
form of partnership right for their area.

•  Housing associations and councils consider joint 
bids for funding through the expanded Affordable 
Homes Programme.

•  Councils, alongside housing associations, cost 
and promote the holistic value of publicly-owned 
land, reflecting the potential savings made 
through developing affordable housing. 

•  Where there is an ongoing opportunity for 
development, councils and housing associations 
should seriously consider entering into a 
formalised partnership, such as a Joint Venture 
Partnership, and be flexible in sharing the risks 
and returns.

We recommend that local and combined authority 
leaders and elected mayors:

•  Have an up-to-date, post-National Planning 
Policy Framework, Local Plan in place, alongside 
an up-to-date and regularly reviewed five-year 
land supply.

•  Work with housing associations to better 
understand the viability and deliverability of sites.

•  More proactively assemble and package up 
publicly-owned sites in ‘bundles’ for development 
across a city or area, with the view to driving 
quality development in areas which have 
traditionally suffered from low quality housing.

•  Appoint a resource to help public landowners 
of small sites to sell their sites to small housing 
associations and other small developers.
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We recommend that, on a national level,  
central government:

•  Commits to exploring how future rent policy, 
post-2020, could deliver better outcomes if 
housing associations and councils were able  
to set their rents.

•  Provides a clear and sustainable funding solution 
to supported housing as a matter of urgency, 
with a supported housing allowance set at a 
higher level than the Local Housing Allowance, 
and sheltered accommodation removed from the 
proposed policy changes.

•  Places greater emphasis on improving 
affordability for all by building more homes of  
all tenures and making grant funding available 
for social rented housing.

•  Enables greater capacity to borrow for both 
sectors by reconsidering the borrowing cap 
and re-introducing the Affordable Homes 
Guarantee Scheme.
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