RSLs: rent guarantees, supervision, mergers & takeovers 

The ‘live tables on rents, lettings and tenancies’ pages of the DCLG website may not sound like a promising start of a treasure hunt for housing activists, but buried amongst interminable lists of fair rent rulings and housing benefit are hidden gems of information which make these tables required reading for anyone engaged in the housing transfer debate. 
Take tables 702 ‘local authority rents by district’ and 704 ‘RSL rents by district’ on the DCLG’s live tables (see below for web address).

Firstly there is rent ‘convergence’. Back in 2002, the idea was that as council and housing association rent ‘converged’, rent would become a ‘non-issue’ in the transfer debate because housing association rent post transfer would not be significantly different to the pre-transfer rent charged by the council.

But several years into the 10-year ‘convergence’ policy, something is going awry. A comparison of tables 702 and 704 suggests that average English housing association rent is not only still higher than the average council rent -  but that it’s a greater difference than in any year since 2000 and up 10% on the 2004 figure, which itself was marginally up on 2003.

The most spectacular ‘disconvergence’ between council and RSL rent is Adur council between Worthing and Brighton in Sussex. Council residents there, who recently voted against transfer, have seen minimal rent increases in recent years – for instance their rent rose by 30p a week to £58.64 between 2004 and 2005. But their RSL neighbours in the same council area have endured a 14% rise between 2003 and 2005. Indeed, following a drop in rent in 2003/04 they have been forced to accept a whopping 21% increase from £65.18 to £78.99 in 2004/05 – the steepest RSL rise in England that year.

In fact, between 2004 and 2005, when inflation was around two per cent, RSL rents in no less than 25 local authority districts saw rises of more than 10 per cent. In Amber Vale district in Cheshire, scene of a 6,500-unit LSVT in 2002, RSL rents rose by over 13% and in Burnley, which transferred in 1999, the average RSL rent rise was no less than 17%. 

Long-term the picture is clearer still. The table below shows that 16 of the fastest-rising 20 RSL rents between 1997 and 2005 have taken place in areas following large scale voluntary transfer. This figure, up from 15 last year, is topped by Wyre council area in Lancashire which has seen a huge 68 per cent increase in RSL rents since transfer in 1996.

Now this information comes with a government health warning. According to the DCLG it is ‘statistically difficult’ to use it to make comparisons between Tables 702 and 704 even though the department also says the figures are the best information available, cover the same time period, the same geographical areas in the same format and sit there on the same web page saying ‘please compare us’.

But it is not just rent where housing associations are suffering dents to their public image. 

Take local accountability. During the transfer ballot, tenants are usually told their homes would be transferred to a locally-based, locally responsive landlord often with a name reassuringly similar to the council they are transferring from.

However, a few years down the line this can all change. Like much of the private sector, housing associations have undergone a major period of consolidation in recent years with large numbers of associations merging across ever-wider geographical boundaries. Indeed, the more forward-sounding and progressive the group name – be it People For Places, Genesis, Progress, Flagship or Signpost - the less any kind of ‘local’ identity features. 

Hart housing association is just one example. Following a large scale transfer in the town of Fleet, Hampshire, Hart was soon subsumed into Sentinel housing group alongside Oakfern, a 4,000-strong LSVT based in Basingstoke. 

And with around 70 mergers of various kinds between April 2005 and April 2006 the process looks set to accelerate. 

Calls for rationalisation of the housing association sector by deputy prime minister John Prescott and a sharp cut back by government funder and regulator the Housing Corporation have fuelled fears that ‘merger mania’ could halve the number of housing associations over the next few years. Malcolm Levi, chief executive of Home Group, said: ‘I think that within five years there will be a handful [of associations] that are between 65,000 and 100,000’ (Inside Housing 25 Aug 2006).

One of the most controversial mergers - between financially-troubled English Churches and Riverside – would create England’s joint largest association with 52,000 properties, operating in no less than 200 council areas. It now emerges that this transaction includes selling off 1,800 of ECHG's homes in a bid to put the association on a firmer financial footing, with a total of 550 being sold on the open market. 

ECHG is not the only association selling off its homes to make ends meet. A total of 6,000 housing association homes were sold off in 2004-05 on the open market (Inside Housing 6 Jan 2006)

And the Riverside/ECHG takeover is just one aspect of the growing fear over the financial viability of associations as they take on an ever-larger debt burden which is set to soar to £45bn over the next four years - up from £22bn in 2003.

Three Valleys, an LSVT set up in 2002 following a stock transfer from Erewash council in Derbyshire was placed under Housing Corporation supervision earlier this year following ‘serious concerns’ over its financial viability, prompting a rescue package involving the sell-off of dozens of homes. (Inside Housing 16 June 2006)

It is understood there are three other LSVTs currently under supervision by the Corporation - Severnside Housing, Teign Housing and Charter Community Housing where ‘weaknesses’ have been identified in the business plan.
And in March, Shoreline, an 8,500-strong LSVT was forced to shed jobs just a year after taking the transfer from North East Lincolnshire council.

Nor do the pro-transfer lobby have it all their own way when it comes to efficiency or accountability with government watchdog Audit Scotland reporting in March that stock transfer north of the border was failing to demonstrate value for money.
As for tenant involvement, even the Housing Corporation chief executive John Rouse admitted in June that he was 'shocked' about how little say tenants have in running housing associations after it emerged that a fifth of them had no formalized resident involvement. 

All in all it looks like the National’s Housing Federation’s Chloe Hardy has her work cut out as the organisation’s new head of ‘brand management’, a position created earlier this year to tackle growing disillusion with the housing association sector.

Maybe the first thing she will do is get DCLG to sort out all that annoyingly inconvenient information on tables 702 and 704.

In the meantime why not find out what is happening to rents in your area? Visit http://www.communities.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1156260
Vic Warren

Top 20 fastest rising RSL rents by district, from 1997

as at 31st March

1997

2005

% rise 97-05


Wyre



35.82

60.29

68.31

Uttlesford


46.77

76.06

62.63

Hart



47.62

77.34

62.41

Sefton



33.91

53.99

59.22

Vale of White Horse

41.61

65.67

57.82

Stratford-on-Avon

38.40

60.31

57.06

East Cambridgeshire

40.39

62.99

55.95

South Ribble


38.50

59.98

55.79

Hambleton


35.17

54.10

53.82

South Cambridgeshire

44.37

68.06

53.39

Hertsmere


46.93

71.88

53.16

Stevenage


45.56

69.64

52.85

Allerdale


34.80

53.16

52.76






Rushmoor


47.04

71.66

52.34

Epsom and Ewell

49.32

74.64

51.34

Surrey Heath


47.11

71.28

51.31

Chiltern


48.84

73.82

51.15

South Bucks


49.80

75.21

51.02

East Hampshire

50.53

75.81

50.03

Wirral



36.10

54.10

49.86

From: Table 704 Rents: RSL rents, by district, from 1997
(DCLG)













