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The long anticipated Social Housing White Paper has landed. 

Much of what was signposted in the 2018 Green Paper is here – if not in final form 
but as an affirmation of what the Green Paper promised; with a good deal more 
detail.

In this Briefing you’ll find our thoughts on what has been announced and the 
implications for the social housing sector.

We start with a quick summary of the Government’s expectations with some initial 
observations followed by a more detailed analysis of each of the key elements of 
the new Charter – as it is called.
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Overview 

The Government expects the sector to:

• Ensure residents feel safe in their homes; 

• Be more transparent about their activities and their 

performance;

• Be more receptive to the views and concerns of their 

residents; 

• Build and provide healthier, safer and greener 

neighbourhoods; and 

• Of course, to deliver more homes (and provide 

opportunities for more tenants to access home 

ownership). 

These themes are set out in seven Chapters in the Charter 

which we consider in detail below. But first some initial 

observations:

• There is confirmation that the Government recognises 

the important role that social housing providers play. 

Given the conversations that were taking place 

within Whitehall prior to the decision to move the 

sector’s debt off the Government’s balance sheet, 

this is welcome. But Government is clear that it 

expects the sector (or many in it) to raise their game.  

• Some of the changes (or mechanics for change) 

that the Government wants to see have already 

been implemented – for example the extension of 

the remit and powers of the Housing Ombudsman 

and the announcement regarding the Right to 

Shared Ownership. We have also now seen 

the Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local 

Government’s (MHCLG) Technical Consultation 

on the new shared ownership model (issued 

immediately following the White Paper – more details 

below). All of this indicates that there is genuine 

impetus behind the proposals in the White Paper.  

• On the other hand, other initiatives, such as a 

new framework of Consumer Standards (and the 

introduction of new, robust, enforcement powers 

for the Regulator) will follow in due course and will 

require legislation. That will take time and also prior 

consultation. Given the current logjam in Parliament, 

legislation for the new Consumer Standards 

may not be in force until late 2021 or early 2022. 

• Amongst other things, we are bound to highlight the 

new access to information scheme which is intended 

to replicate the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) 

without bringing housing associations and private 

registered providers (that definition of landlord again) 

within the Act itself. No legislation will be required 

– but we can expect consultation.  Either way, the 

scheme could be up and running before a lot of the 

other proposals which require primary legislation. 

• Whilst there will be a lot of work for registered 

providers (RPs) to undertake to comply with the 

various forthcoming requirements, there is a 

mammoth task ahead for the Regulator (and to a 

lesser extent the Housing Ombudsman) to step up to 

the plate and deliver the Government’s expectations 

of improved, pro-active consumer regulation. We can 

expect a slew of adverts in the Guardian in the New 

Year for vacancies at the Regulator of Social Housing 

(RSH) and Housign Ombudsman Service (HOS). 

• Who is it to apply to? Terminology is critical here 

as there are references to landlords generally, to 

social landlords and reference is made throughout 

to “housing associations and other private registered 

providers”. Neither of these terms apply to local 

authorities – but some elements of the Charter will 

apply to them.  Equally, the term “landlord” is defined 

(see “Key Terms” at page 13) as covering landlords 

of leaseholders and shared owners which raises 

a question about the status of long leaseholders 

in blocks owned by a private registered provider  

(PRP) or local authority. Care also needs to be taken 

with terminology for residents. Some parts of the 

White Paper refer specifically to tenants; others to 

“residents”. The term “residents” is defined (see page 

13 again) as including all residents of social housing 

including leaseholders. To further complicate matters, 

in places where consumer regulation is discussed, 

the term “tenant” is used but, as we all know, shared 

owners benefit from the protections afforded by the 

consumer standards until they staircase to 100%. 

All we can say is that a degree of caution has to 

be adopted when considering the use of the terms 

“landlord”, “residents” and “tenants” in each Chapter.

And so to the detail…
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It is hardly surprising that Chapter 1 of the Charter addresses 

issues of resident safety. Although this has its origins in the 

terrible events of Grenfell tower, it has been brought into 

even sharper relief by the various fires that have occurred 

in the past two years within the social housing sector and 

the discovery of so many fire safety critical defects in the 

construction of buildings – particularly within the external 

wall. There are not many RPs who have escaped having 

to deal with defectively constructed external wall systems 

and/or poorly constructed internal fire compartments 

and passive fire protection. More to the point from the 

perspective of the White Paper, there have been many 

residents who have had to deal with the consequences, 

including in some cases escaping from burning homes.  

The White Paper is bound to address this issue head-on 

and set out in this Chapter are the steps the Government 

has taken not only to address the serious failings in build 

quality and safety that have blighted the sector, but also the 

steps that will be taken to ensure that residents will be given 

a clear voice in the management of their buildings.

That said, there is much here that is not new, including 

the inevitable plug for Government funding for remediation 

of cladding systems; the Building Safety Bill and the Fire 

Safety Consultation (both published in July); and the 

Social Sector (Building Safety) Engagement Best Practice 

Group (which was launched in March 2019).  The Chapter 

highlights much of what has already been promised by 

these initiatives.

The White Paper emphasises the need for residents to 

be put at the heart of building safety. In relation to higher 

risk buildings, the draft Building Safety Bill already makes 

provision for the creation of resident engagement strategies 

and resident panels (as to which, see below) and the Chapter 

builds on this by highlighting matters which are dealt with 

elsewhere in the Paper viz: beefing up consumer regulation 

to explicitly include safety (notwithstanding that it already 

features in the Home Standard); legislating to require social 

landlords to appoint a senior person to ensure compliance 

with health and safety; and requiring the Regulator to enter 

into a Memorandum of Understanding with the HSE.

So what is new? Very little in fact - this is principally 

a summary of what has been promised and is in the 

process of being delivered already. The only genuinely new 

proposals are consultations on extending the requirement 

of smoke and carbon monoxide alarms to social housing 

and on better electrical safety regulation for social housing 

tenants.  The latter is already a feature of regulation via the 

Home Standard but it was also something of surprise that 

the Electrical Safety Regulations introduced last year were 

restricted to the private rented sector and not extended to 

social housing.  That may now be the intention.

Against this background, and since it forms a large part of 

this Chapter, it is worth highlighting some of the challenges 

posed by the resident engagement provisions of the Building 

Safety Bill and, more generally, in relation to implementation 

of the programme of building safety assurance promised by 

that Bill, the Fire Safety Bill and the other initiatives already 

in progress.

As we have seen above, the Building Safety Bill requires 

the establishment of resident panels as part of a resident 

engagement strategy to ensure that residents play a material 

part in the making of building safety decisions.  

Chapter 1: 

To be safe in your home (aka Building Safety)

Key elements:

• Introduction of a Building Safety Bill to 

focus on fire and structural safety within 

higher risk buildings

• Introduction of a new Fire Safety Bill 

to bring the fire safety of external wall 

systems within fire risk assessments in 

all multi-storey and multi-occupation 

buildings irrespective of height

• The establishment of resident panels and 

the requirement for a resident engagement 

strategy for higher risk buildings 

• A clear requirement that residents are kept 

informed, consulted with, and given an 

effective voice in the making of building 

safety decisions

• Consultations on the wider use of CO2 

and smoke detection within homes and 

electrical safety

Issues social landlords will have to consider include:

• Whether the resident panel will be given a starring role 

in the procurement process for selecting contractors 

who may be required to undertake work on a building 

which could involve fire and structural risks;

• The extent to which information is collated and 

explained to each resident panel so that its contribution 

in meaningful and informed;

• The level of information that must be provided and the 

method of provision – clear categories will need to be 

established and agreed;

• An effective communications protocol that ensures the 

dialogue/transfer of information between accountable 

person/building safety manager and the resident 

panel works; and

• Assistance with training and upskilling so the 

resident panel becomes an effective partner in the 

management of the building.

While the objectives are noble in their intent, the devil will 

be in the detail of the resident engagement plan which 

will need to carefully set the boundaries and realistically 

manage the expectations of resident panels. In that sense it 

must be a practical and achievable plan, and not one mired 

in platitudes and management speak. 

 

The biggest practical concern with the Building Safety 

Bill (and ditto the Fire Safety Bill) remains resourcing. The 

resources available to social landlords in meeting their 

obligations are under significant pressure already. Those 

available to the Building Safety Regulator in policing those 

obligations are just as scarce. While the Government’s 

plans to help fund the training of many more building safety 

inspectors is a welcome ambition, it must be remembered 

that the fire and structural safety issues we have seen in 

buildings across the UK are often of a highly technical and 

specialised nature, requiring expertise from fire engineers 

and forensic architectural and structural experts. An army of 

lesser qualified people is not necessarily going to help. The 

current problems with resource in the construction industry 

can only be resolved over a far greater period of time with 

real investment made at a tertiary level in creating new 

qualifications and routes to qualification for those already 

within the industry and those joining in the future.
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The debate about KPIs for tenant satisfaction sparked by 

the Green Paper has resulted in a series of draft tenant 

satisfaction “measures” developed in consultation with 

groups across the sector and set out in the Chapter. The 

subject-matter of the measures reflects the Charter themes: 

building safety, complaints handling, resident engagement 

and neighbourhood management, and there should be both 

“objective quantitative measures and tenant perception 

measures”.

Many RPs are already well-ahead of the curve with tenant 

satisfaction initiatives and they have formed part of their 

board reporting for a number of years in some cases. For 

those, the changes here will be a refinement. Of course, 

the accuracy of tenant perception measures will depend 

on the questions asked and the approaches adopted by 

landlords. As these are unlikely to be uniform, it is hard 

to imagine that this will give rise to comparable outcomes.  

All the Government says is that the Regulator will “need to 

consider this”. It is not the only example of a hospital pass 

to the Regulator.

Chief Executive pay has hit the headlines regularly over the 

years and for a time was a favourite headline for the Daily 

Mail. It is back (again with the trite and simplistic comparison 

to the Prime Minister’s pay). This will form part of the “financial 

measures” which landlords will be required to publish. Will it 

make a difference? CEO pay is the subject of annual tables 

published by the social housing press and that does not 

appear to have resulted in any reduction.  In the end it will 

be the market which dictates pay and any more specific 

intervention by Government could risk upsetting the private/

public equilibrium of PRPs.

Landlords will also be required to publish information 

about management costs and provide a breakdown of 

their income and costs so that tenants can see how funds 

are being spent and “…can challenge whether money is 

being spent on things that matter to them”.  It is not hard to 

imagine this generating campaigns from dissatisfied tenant 

groups for their landlord to redirect resources away from 

new build activity to service delivery. How might we expect 

the Regulator to react in those circumstances?  

There is also a specific reference to technology here, stating 

that “we will work with the sector to explore best practice on 

the use of apps to make this information more accessible to 

tenants”.  This suggests that Government is expecting this 

to be a dynamic process.  

Probably the most important segment of this Chapter is 

the new access to information scheme. There has been 

intermittent pressure, since FOIA was enacted in 2000, for 

PRPs to be made subject to the Act. In 2019 Scotland made 

its housing associations subject to the Scottish version of 

FOIA. This increased the expectation that it was only a 

matter of when rather than if their English equivalents would 

be brought within Schedule 1 of FOIA. Now we have it – 

not FOIA, but a non-statutory scheme which will replicate 

FOIA for housing associations and other private registered 

providers (so for profits  and not for profits). Note that it 

will only benefit tenants, notwithstanding that one of the 

prime areas of complaint about FOIA not applying to PRPs 

has been in the context of (non-)disclosure of Fire Risk 

Assessments to leaseholders in tall buildings with cladding 

issues. However, in utilising the scheme tenants will be able 

to be supported by “others” including councillors, MPs, 

solicitors, advocates or local journalists. 

Key elements:

• New tenant satisfaction measures set by 

the Regulator

• New access to information scheme

• Transparency of income and remuneration

• Senior person responsible for ensuring 

compliance with Consumer Standards; and

• Annual reports to tenants (“using 

technology”)

It appears therefore, that with representatives acting on 

behalf of tenants, the impact of the new scheme will actually 

be more extensive than might seem to be the case at first 

blush.  

It is not clear how precise the language is intended to 

be, but the description of the new access to information 

scheme does suggest that it will be limited to information 

related to “management of social housing” including 

“relevant information” held by sub-contractors. This is 

consistent with the existing statutory obligation on the 

Regulator to act proportionately. The specific reference 

to sub-contractors is interesting but is clearly a focus on 

repairs and maintenance (and probably has Grenfell as its 

genesis given the extensive involvement of sub-contractors 

in the history of that disaster). Exemptions from disclosure 

will be “broadly aligned” with the exemptions under FOIA.  

That suggests that Government wants to retain some 

wriggle room when it comes to defining exemptions to the 

scheme.  Whether that will restrict or extend the right to 

disclosure remains to be seen. Finally, it is interesting to 

note that the Housing Ombudsman and not the Regulator 

will be the ultimate arbiter of any disputes (after an internal 

review by the PRP).

The new responsible person for ensuring compliance with 

the new consumer standards is one of two such “responsible 

people” PRPs must appoint – the other being a responsible 

person for health and safety – see above. This must be 

someone at a “suitably senior level…to drive change…” 

and the suggestion is a senior executive of a Council or 

large PRP, or the CEO of a small PRP. Interestingly, this 

is cited as part of a broader requirement to prove clarity 

about the roles and responsibilities of senior level staff in 

order, presumably, to be able to hold the correct person 

to account when things go wrong and buggins blames 

muggins.

Chapter 2: 

To know how your landlord is performing 

(aka holding landlords to account)
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Much that is promised here is already being delivered or on 

its way.  The HOS Complaint Handling Code was published 

in July and the revised Ombudsman Scheme in September, 

with complaint handling failure orders coming into force in 

January 2021. In addition the existing Memorandum of 

Understanding between the Ombudsman and the RSH 

was beefed up in September to give the Ombudsman 

greater opportunity to refer cases to the Regulator. The 

Memorandum will be further strengthened by being put on 

a statutory footing.

Most PRPs are up to speed with revising their Complaints 

Policies and Procedures to comply with the new HOS 

Scheme and Handling Code; and a series of seminars 

Devonshires have run this Autumn appear to demonstrate 

that landlords are treating the issue with appropriate 

seriousness.

However, this section is as much about compliance by 

PRPs with the new complaints regime as it is about the 

performance of the HOS and to some extent the RSH.  

Greater resources have already been allocated to the HOS 

this year (according to the White Paper), but in return the 

HOS must commit to halving the time it takes to make its 

determinations by March 2022.   

Doubtless the HOS is hoping that the fear of complaint 

handling failure orders and the invigorated relationship 

between his office and the Regulator will encourage 

landlords to resolve complaints at all costs so they do not 

end up with the HOS.  

Government also expects the HOS to make greater use 

of mediation to resolve complaints. In practice this is more 

than likely to end up as an instruction from the HOS to 

the relevant landlord (as can happen now) to mediate with 

the complainant (and bear the costs) rather than the HOS 

setting up the mediation itself. 

And in order to keep the HOS on his toes, an independent 

reviewer will be established to examine complaints made 

about the HOS Service and will publish its findings.

Naming and shaming: at the moment the case digest on the 

HOS website does not name landlords; that is to change 

with publication of information about individual, named 

landlord’s complaint volumes, categories and outcomes 

and identifying landlords against whom the Service has 

issued handling failure orders - all part of the objective of 

“holding landlords to account”.

The remainder of the Chapter deals with publicity about the 

Ombudsman Scheme; requirements on RPs to publicise 

their own complaints procedures; the duty of co-operation 

between the HOS, the Regulator and the new Building 

Safety Regulator under the Building Safety Bill;  and the 

removal of the so-called “democratic filter” via the same Bill.  

Thus the requirement that a complainant waits 8 weeks 

before escalating a complaint to the HOS, alternatively 

refers the matter to a designated person to see if they can 

resolve it before onward referral to the HOS, is removed.  

To be frank, ever since it was introduced by the Localism 

Act in 2011, the democratic filter has been seen as ‘red 

tape’ to discourage complaints going to the HOS rather 

than as a positive means of resolving their complaint.

Key elements:

• Removal of the democratic filter

• Increased resources for Housing 

Ombudsman Service (HOS)

• HOS to halve times for dealing with 

complaints by March 2022

• Increased HOS powers – complaint failure 

orders

• Campaign to make residents aware of their 

right to complain

• Independent reviewer of HOS performance

• Strengthen relationship between HOS and 

RSH

• Publication of case reports by HOS 

identifying landlords and their complaints 

history

Chapter 3: 

To have your complaints dealt with promptly 

and fairly (aka Complaints)



The Charter for Social Housing Residents – the new Social Housing White Paper

12 13

The Charter for Social Housing Residents – the new Social Housing White Paper

Although it is not made clear, this Chapter must (we think), 

in line with current consumer regulation, apply to both social 

housing tenants and shared owners (but not 100% shared 

owners or leaseholders). 

Post-Grenfell, this is all about re-setting the balance 

between pro-active economic regulation and reactive 

consumer regulation by the RSH.  It can be seen either as:

a. an admission by Government that it went too far 

in 2012 (when it disbanded the Tenant Services 

Authority); or 

b. that, in the Government’s view, the Regulator has 

taken too purist an approach to “serious detriment”; 

or 

c. a bit of both.   

A new consumer regulation regime will strengthen standards 

around tenant safety, tenant engagement and transparency. 

Arguably, the existing Standards are pretty robust as they 

stand. 

The Home Standard is already explicit about compliance 

with health and safety and resident engagement is fulsomely 

addressed in the Tenant Involvement and Empowerment 

Standard. The fact that many Board members would be 

hard-pressed to summarise the contents of either Standard 

is perhaps indicative of why the Government considers 

action is necessary; and the requirement to appoint 

“responsible persons” at senior level in each PRP to ensure 

compliance with consumer standards on the one hand and 

health and safety compliance on the other, is precision-

aimed at ensuring that consumer standards are put fully into 

practice by driving a “…whole culture change and system 

transformation”.  

The removal of the ”serious detriment test” can only be 

a good thing for everyone when it comes - it will require 

primary legislation like so much else in this Chapter.  Its 

complex definition has caused as many difficulties for 

landlords as it has for the RSH in assessing whether a 

breach of the consumer standards justifies regulatory action 

or self-referral.  The proposed Code of Practice will give 

the Regulator the opportunity to be clearer about what it 

expects landlords to deliver, and, one would hope, enable 

RPs better to understand when they need to self-refer rather 

than having to rely on the digest of cases reported each 

year in the Consumer Regulation Review as their guide. 

New pro-active consumer regulation means more pressure 

on the RSH to deliver and the thrust of the Chapter is very 

much about the RSH stepping up to the mark with desk-

top reviews, routine inspections and pro-active monitoring 

of consumer regulation compliance.  There are also some 

new powers for the Regulator in the form of Performance 

Improvement Plans (“PIPS”) which will set out actions 

required of non-compliant landlords. Surveys of RPs by the 

Regulator also get a look in, but given that the power to 

undertake surveys has rarely been used since its introduction 

10 years ago, it remains to be seen whether reducing the 

period of notice given to landlords from 28 days to 2 days 

proves to be of any practical value; or whether the RSH 

Key elements:

• New consumer standard regime, to include 

safety and transparency

• Pro-active monitoring by Regulator

• Remove serious detriment test

• A new Code of Practice in relation to 

Consumer Standards

• Stronger enforcement powers (uncapped 

fines and PIPs)

• Local authority requirements

• Review of Right to Manage guidance

• Robust economic regulation

• Advisory Committee to monitor the 

Regulator

will have the resources or inclination to arrange repairs in 

an emergency where there has been a systemic failure by 

the landlord – as is also proposed.  Similar reservations 

must apply to the removal of the cap on fines which can be 

levied by the Regulator given that they have never (to our 

knowledge) been employed to-date.  

Some interesting and rather specific targets are also 

disclosed here.  For example, a specific reference (not 

the only one in the Charter) to monitoring providers of 

specialised supported housing, and to tackling domestic 

abuse as part of the new regime - mention in passing of two 

issues which have been prominent in the housing press in 

recent times and which receive further attention later in the 

Charter – see below.  

Consistent with economic regulation, the Regulator 

will concentrate on pro-active monitoring of consumer 

standards among larger (over 1000 unit) landlords. This 

might have been an opportunity to introduce some form of 

pro-active assessment of the “smalls” particularly in relation 

to tenant safety, however, it may well have been thought (if 

it was considered) that the RSH already had enough on its 

plate.

There is no explicit reference in the White Paper to the 

introduction of a grading system of compliance comparable 

to that in place for the Economic Standards. However, we 

assume this will form part of the regime.  Non-compliance 

regulatory gradings are commonly a default ground 

for lenders to the sector.  Accordingly, implementing a 

comparable regime for Consumer Standards is likely to 

increase risk for PRPs and may mean that non-compliance 

may have significant, unknown, implications for the 

Regulator.

The White Paper does address the potentially negative 

impact on economic regulation of more intensive consumer 

regulation.  This is an opportunity for the RSH (here one has 

the distinct impression it is the RSH and not Government 

speaking) to highlight some of its concerns in the economic 

regulation field: development risk; risks associated with 

lease-based RPs providing supported housing; the impact 

of for-profit PRPs on the sector. There is something of a 

warning here to those involved in these sectors that the RSH 

has its eye on them: protecting tenants’ homes to ensure 

they remain in the social sector (watch out lease-based 

PRPs); and profit maximisation versus tenant services (for-

profits in the frame).  And the recent activities of (some) 

lease-based providers of specialised supported housing 

are picked up again in a small section devoted to proposed 

legislation to “tighten the definition of ‘non-profit” to avoid for-

profit associations benefiting from exempt accommodation 

housing benefit rates; to require notification to the Regulator 

in the event of a change in control of a PRP; and introducing 

a “look through” power to enable the RSH to trace public 

funds passing out of the regulated sector via use of RPs as 

vehicles for fraud.  

As the Chapter recognises, all this is not going to happen 

overnight – legislation will be required, prefaced by 

consultation with the sector.  However, the Government’s 

expectation is clear: it is for the RSH to consult and design 

the new regime and “to make sure it delivers…”  There 

is thinly disguised criticism of the RSH’s performance to-

date in the Government’s promise to set up an entirely new 

function within the Regulator with senior leadership and 

staff “with the right expertise in consumer regulation”, better 

reflecting the “diverse needs and views of social tenants” 

and also legislating to “require” the Regulator to establish 

an Advisory Committee to monitor its own performance, in 

particular its own transparency.  A Regulator to regulate the 

RSH?

A whole section of this Chapter is devoted to accountability 

of ALMOS and TMOs.  In light of the involvement of a 

TMO in the Grenfell tragedy, the issue had to appear 

somewhere in the White Paper.  Naturally, the emphasis 

is on compliance by the local authority as landlord, with 

the new consumer standards, notwithstanding contracting-

out of the landlord function to ALMOS and TMOs.  And to 

prevent local authorities passing the buck to their agents, 

the Government promises to legislate to render void any 

provisions in management contracts which might interfere 

with the ability of the RSH to exercise its powers.  There is 

a clear message here from Government to the RSH that it 

must pro-actively manage these organisations even if local 

authorities are outside its purview in terms of economic 

regulation.  As part of this, and again focussing on the TMO 

sector in light of Grenfell, the Right to Manage guidance will 

be reviewed in order to ensure “effective and transparent” 

oversight and “good management”.  Equally, the RSH will 

expect local authorities to self-refer breaches of consumer 

standards just as is expected from PRPs currently.

Chapter 4: 

To be treated with respect, backed by a strong 

consumer Regulator for tenants (aka more 

aggressive consumer regulation)  
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Key elements:

• Improved resident engagement

• Landlords required to follow best practice 

and demonstrate continuous improvement

• Ministerial engagement

• New opportunities and empowerment 

programme for residents

• Resident “tools” to influence landlords

• Review professional development and 

qualifications of staff

As we have commented above, the existing Tenant 

Involvement and Empowerment Standard, is pretty robust 

in requiring positive action by RPs to engage with their 

residents.  Interestingly, there is no reference to the Standard 

here.  Rather, this Chapter focuses on best practice; RPs 

demonstrating improvements in resident engagement; and 

Government delivering new engagement and empowerment 

programmes to tenants.  There is even a section on the 

need for social landlords to tackle loneliness, although 

closer reading suggests it is mainly intended to highlight 

the Government’s investment in its national loneliness 

campaign. 

Nevertheless, after Grenfell, the issue of resident 

engagement cannot be ignored and there is clearly an 

opportunity here for TPAS to extend its role and influence; 

and also for those RPs already heavily focused on resident 

engagement to pass on their knowledge in sector-led 

initiatives.  The promise of “ongoing ministerial engagement” 

is nice to hear, but residents and the sector generally might 

have more confidence in this commitment if the Government 

also committed to greater ministerial continuity in respect of 

the housing portfolio than has been seen over the last 10 

years.

Professional skills and competence are themes which pop 

up throughout the Charter, and are also highlighted here.  

There is emphasis on the need for a professional front-line 

service from “confident and empathetic staff” and a promise 

of exploring new qualifications and training.  It is all rather 

vague and will be informed by a review by a Working Group, 

so may well take time to see the light of day.

Chapter 5:

To have your voice heard by your landlord 

(aka Resident Engagement) 

This is perhaps the juncture at which to make an obvious 

point, but one which might be overlooked: at no stage in 

the White Paper is the private residential sector referenced 

either as a comparator or reference point for best practice. 

A cynic might say in relation to improving resident 

engagement in the social sector, “Well, how does it look in 

the private rented sector?” The answer, we all know, is “ not 

great!”; and there is a separate and much bigger debate to 

be had about ensuring that the same consumer standards 

expected of social housing providers are replicated in the 

private rented sector.  Why should there not be a level 

playing field?



The Charter for Social Housing Residents – the new Social Housing White Paper

16 17

The Charter for Social Housing Residents – the new Social Housing White Paper

The Chapter recognises that a review of the Decent Homes 

Standard is long overdue given that the Standard is nearly 

20 years old.  However, only a review is promised (by 

Autumn 2021).  Just how wide- ranging changes will be will 

depend on “…the strategic, economic and management 

case for new criteria”.  Although design of buildings, green 

spaces and security/protection from crime and ASB are 

noted as resident concerns, no promises are made: the 

review will “consider”, “assess” and “identify”.

Some of the discussion here is about policies which are 

already on foot – the decarbonisation agenda for example 

and the Government’s commitment to a Social Housing 

Decarbonisation Fund is cited.  On green spaces, 

reference is made to existing manifesto promises of tree 

lined streets, the Government’s 25 year Environmental Plan, 

the Framework of Green Infrastructure Standards and the 

Planning White Paper (“Planning for the Future”).  None of 

this is new, but there is no doubt that Government intends to 

“scale up green social prescribing at a local level” and RPs 

will be expected to play their part in the way they design and 

build new developments and undertake redevelopment/

refurbishment projects.  

Despite the emphasis on a “review” (rather than immediate 

action) it is fair to assume and expect as a minimum 

something about communal open spaces in any revised 

Decent Homes Standard, as well as changes in the way the 

social housing sector will have to approach development 

by dint of the Green agenda.  Inevitably, this will impact on 

densities and unit costs at the same time as more stringent 

requirements to ensure high quality construction.  

Mental health and disability and the link to housing are 

addressed tangentially, but again nothing new is proposed 

other than a review of “professionalisation” which will 

consider how well equipped housing staff are to deal with 

mental health issues.  A £505 million investment in Disabled 

Facilities Grant for 2020/21 represents a doubling in less 

than 4 years (which is welcome) but had already been 

announced.  The reference to Government investment in 

the NHS Long Term Plan may have a beneficial impact 

on mental health but has little connect with housing.  

Encouraging landlords to allow residents to keep pets even 

finds a place here.

On the ASB front, tenant satisfaction measures (see 

Chapter 2) will include landlords’ performance on tackling 

ASB.  Difficulties associated with measuring relative 

tenant satisfaction with ASB performance across different 

landlords are recognised by a commitment to establish a 

working party to “develop our understanding on how crime 

and tenants’ perception of crime, can be measured”.  Good 

luck with that.  

There is also a commitment to informing tenants (this 

appears to be intended to come from Central Government) 

about who tenants should report ASB concerns to, whether 

their landlord, the police or the local authority.  Presumably 

this will take the form of a publicity campaign of some sort. 

Interestingly, specific reference is made to better use of 

the Community Trigger which was introduced by the 2014 

ASB, Crime and Policing Act.  Also known as the ASB 

Case Review , the Community Trigger has had a checkered 

history and various efforts have been made to improve its 

effectiveness and use (for example Baroness Newlove’s 

report in 2019).  However, it rarely results in a multi-agency 

review (as originally intended), operating instead as a sort 

of referral system for ASB complaints, usually back to the 

housing provider as the organisation best placed to take 

ASB action (injunction or eviction).

Key elements:

• Review Decent Homes Standard

• Energy efficiency/decarbonisation

• Mitigation of health impacts of poor 

housing

• Review professionalism of staff

• Support and assistance to combat ASB

• Fair allocations

Planning initiatives are rightly the focus of integrating social 

housing into communities with an emphasis on stopping 

segregation (especially in the context of section 106 

developments) and the stigma associated with the provision 

of separate facilities and spaces for social housing residents; 

but, again, this is not a new commitment and harks back 

to the National Design Guide of October 2019 and the 

Communities Strategy Action Plan of 2018.  The Planning 

White Paper seeks to ensure that new developments 

support mixed communities; however, concerns remain 

that none of this will be enough to ensure tenure neutral 

and socially inclusive new developments.  Where it is not in 

their interests, developers tend to find a way.

The interaction between local authority housing allocation 

schemes and allocations policies operated by housing 

associations has never been entirely satisfactory or 

consistent since the changes made by the Localism Act 

2012.  This is recognised here and commitments are made 

to improve joint working between Councils and PRPs, with 

particular emphasis on ensuring vulnerable, homeless 

and disabled households are able to access appropriate 

housing.  A report is promised “shortly” based on the 

review announced in the 2017 Green Paper. Changes to 

existing legislation are possible but the more likely means of 

achieving this aim would be via regulation and/or statutory 

guidance.  To-date PRPs have faced very little in the way of 

regulation of their allocations policies – that could change. 

As “supplementaries” to the general allocations theme, 

specific reference is made to ensuring PRPs allow 

access to safe housing for victims of domestic abuse (via 

amendments to existing regulatory standards); and also 

to statutory guidance published last summer to Councils 

to improve access to housing for members of the Armed 

Forces, veterans and their families.  The latter is not “new 

news” but it was certainly welcome news last summer to 

those who had campaigned on behalf of ex-spouses forced 

to leave MoD accommodation due to divorce or separation 

but unable to apply as homeless to the local Council for 

lack of local connection.

Chapter 6:

To have a good quality home and 

neighbourhood to live in (aka “Homes and 

Neighbourhoods”)   
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The Chapter is a vestibule for a number of recent policy 

announcements from the Government.

In September the Government released details of its new 

£11.5 billion affordable housing programme and signposted 

its commitment to give the tenants of homes developed 

with the benefit of this new programme a Right to Shared 

Ownership.  

We also had sight of the Government’s proposals on the 

new shared ownership model. Its Technical Consultation on 

the new model has also now opened. 

We have published separate commentaries on each of 

these policy announcements recently and we haven’t, 

therefore, gone into significant detail here regarding these. 

 

We should mention, however, that:

a. the White Paper confirms that grant will now be 

available for social rented properties in all areas of the 

country (not just those that were categorised as high 

demand);

b. the Technical Consultation has now confirmed that 

the 10 year restriction on the ability of  landlords to 

recover the costs of repairs under the new shared 

ownership lease will run from the “life” of the building 

and will only apply to major repairs. This means that for 

those that exercise their right to a shared ownership 

lease in the future they will only have the benefit of the 

residue of the 10 year term. Thereafter, even if they 

only own a 10% interest in their home they will be 

responsible for 100% of their repair costs. That would 

suggest that the uptake of the right is likely to taper off 

as we move towards 2030.   

  

What is clear is that the Government is expecting the sector 

to embrace the Charter and to do so without it dialling down 

its outturn on the delivery of new affordable homes.  As 

touched upon above, there must be a risk that where tenant 

satisfaction measures of a landlord are out of kilter with its 

peers (and/or where the costs of delivering on the Green 

Homes Agenda increase) there will be pressure on that 

landlord to divert funds away from new build numbers.    

Local authorities are challenged to build more “council 

homes”. There is a reference in this context to the relaxation 

of the HRA borrowing cap, to the Government’s commitment 

to the Right to Buy and to the consultation on the use of 

RTB receipts. 

All of this indicates that when Government refers to “council 

homes” it is specifically referring to properties held within 

the Council’s HRA.  Many local authorities have developed 

(and many more continue to explore the development of) 

local housing companies – separate legal entities controlled 

by local authorities. The Green paper was clear that the 

Government would not “support” the development of 

models that did not help to deliver on Government policy 

(including its commitment to home ownership). It would 

appear that this position remains unchanged.

Key elements:

• Commitment to enhanced opportunities for 

tenants to own their own home (including 

the introduction of the Right to Shared 

Ownership)

• A “fairer”, more “consumer-friendly” 

shared ownership model

• Onus on Councils to build more homes 

within their HRA 

• Reaffirmation of the Government’s 

commitment to the Right to Buy (and, 

possibly, the wider roll out of the Voluntary 

Right to Buy)

• Reform of the leasehold market

We are promised publication of the evaluation of the Midlands 

pilot of the Voluntary Right to Buy (that PRPs are expected, 

under the Housing and Planning Act 2016, to commit to).  

One can assume, therefore, that Government is not looking 

(as some may have thought) for this commitment to be 

(quietly) dropped.

In terms of leasehold reform, the White Paper confirms the 

Government’s determination to implement a number of 

significant changes, including:-

• a requirement for ground rents on leases to be set 

at zero;

• banning new leasehold homes;

• making it easier and cheaper to extend lease terms 

and /or acquire the freehold; and 

• reinvigorating the commonhold ownership model and 

the Right to Manage.

These are not sector specific changes.

Many in the social housing sector had already moved 

towards zero ground rents on new developments and on 

not granting leases of houses. This was, in part, due to a 

recognition of the Government’s opposition to them, and, in 

part, due to the increasing demands of mortgage providers.  

We will need to await more detail on some of the other 

reforms signposted above.        

Chapter 7:

To be supported to take your first step to 

ownership (aka “Homeownership”)   

This is one of many Briefings published by Devonshires 

for clients. No action should be taken on the matters 

covered by this Briefing without taking specific legal 

advice. 
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