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Dedicated to the memory of Alan Walter for all he did for the cause
The phrase ‘affordable housing’ is used constantly in Government-speak. All official documents about housing need use these words and politicians seek to win votes on the degree to which they manage to get ‘affordable’ elements into private sector housing developments by means of planning agreements. The term is therefore central to the housing debate. But while it is loosely understood to mean any housing that is made available at less than full market value it remains undefined in terms of any monetary value – and many households have found that ‘affordable housing’ is not remotely affordable for them.
In the Zacchaeus 2000 Trust Memorandum to the Prime Minister on Unaffordable Housing (May 2005 – see www.z2k.org) a clear definition of ‘affordable’ was set out as follows:
‘Affordable housing’ means that once the cost of rent or mortgage (including any maintenance and service charges) and local and national taxes have been met from the income of a household, be it an individual, a family or pensioners, there remains sufficient income to sustain safe and healthy living, to support children’s needs at school and to enable provision for the future and participation in the community. ‘Unaffordable housing’ means that the remaining income is not sufficient to ensure these outcomes.
When this definition was offered to the Chair of the ODPM Enquiry into Affordability and the Supply of Housing early in 2006 she responded that the difference between this and the official definition was simply a matter of semantics!
The Z2K definition remained uncalibrated until it was realised early in 2008 that the Minimum Income Standards (MIS) methodology developed by the Family Budget Unit at York University could be adapted to yield a monetary value for truly affordable housing. The methodology takes a number of ‘standard’ households (two adults plus two children, a man living alone, etc.), assumes normal working hours, assumes a behaviour pattern (originally built up with extensive use of focus groups) and pattern of energy and water consumption, places locally determined costs on this behaviour pattern (for housing, food, energy, water, childcare, transport, etc. using the cheapest possible local suppliers) and arrives at a wage rate that will produce a net weekly income sufficient to meet this ‘Low Cost but Acceptable’ living standard. The methodology is well accepted (except by Government) and has been used to determine a required hourly rate of pay in a number of areas including York, Swansea, Brighton and Hove and east London. The London Living Wage (then £7.20 an hour) was itself based on applying the methodology to the area. 
The adaptation of the MIS methodology simply changes the givens. It assumes payment of the London Living Wage (and alternatively the National Minimum Wage, then £5.52 a hour), applies Income Tax, National Insurance and any benefits to the gross income to determine the net income, locally costs the non-housing items of expenditure, subtracts these from the net income and the residual is the figure that really is affordable for housing according to the Z2K definition. We have termed this the Z2K HAS (Housing Affordability Standard). The results needed to be revised slightly in July 2008 when the results of the re-working of the MIS methodology were published by the group working on this for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation at Loughborough University and the Family Budget Unit. This made very little difference to the general picture.
In 2008, working with a team at London Citizens, we calculated the HAS for three household types (2 adults +2 children, 1 adult + 2 children and a man living alone). For all three we worked out the non-housing costs applicable in an area of east London. We worked out the figures before receipt of any Housing Benefit or Council Tax Benefit that might be payable since on many grounds it is not desirable that households should be dependent on this socially damaging and cost-ineffective form of housing support. 

The weekly HAS figures for 2008 were:

London Citizens and Z2K Housing Affordability Standard (East London)

2 + 2 household on LLW (net income £469 weekly)
£135


2 + 2 household on NMW (net income £420 weekly)
86

1 + 2 household on LLW (net income £307 weekly)
34


1 + 2 household on NMW (net income £284 weekly)
11


Lone man on LLW (net income £249 weekly)
145

Lone man on NMW (net income £184 weekly)
80

On these figures the 2 + 2 household depend on ‘social housing’ provision – and on receiving the London Living Wage. On the LLW they could just afford a local authority or RSL letting but could not possibly access a privately rented house or so-called ‘Low Cost Home Ownership’ property.  The single parent household could not access any form of housing without heavy dependence on benefits and consequent exposure to the ‘poverty trap’. The lone man, in reality not normally able to access a council or RSL flat, would find almost all his income at both wage rates would need to be applied to housing costs.
At the well-attended Mayoral Accountability Assembly organised by London Citizens and held in the Methodist Central Hall Westminster on 9 April 2008, five housing proposals were put to the four main Mayoral candidates, including this one about the Housing Affordability Standard. All four candidates agreed publicly to adopt the principle of arriving at an affordable housing figure using this methodology and agreed also to calculate and publish an HAS figure annually. They can be seen doing this at www.humanrightstv.org and photographs of the event are available at http://chrisjepson.com/recent/2008-04-09-lc_assembly/. Boris Ford has not done so.
All the arguments stressing the urgent need for more low cost housing, with a renewed emphasis on council housing, are set out in the Human Rights TV online film ‘No Place Like Home’ at http://www.humanrightstv.com/z2k-housing-review/no-place-like-home/no-place-like-home
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