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Government Welfare Reforms 

The Government has made a commitment to reduce expenditure on welfare by £12 billion. 
Its detailed proposals for doing this were announced in the Budget of July 2015. 
The main measures are:

 Working-age benefits, including tax credits and Local Housing Allowance, will be 
frozen for four years from 2016/17.

 The household benefit cap will be reduced to £20,000 (£23,000 in London). 
 Support through Child Tax Credit will be limited to two children for children born from 

April 2017. 
 Those aged 18 to 21 who are on Universal Credit will have to apply for an 

apprenticeship or traineeship, gain work-based skills, or go on a work placement six 
months after the start of their claim. 

 There will be reductions to tax credits for people on low incomes. 

In addition, the under-occupation penalty remains in place and Universal Credit will continue 
to be rolled out. Welfare reform is not only having a significant effect on tenants and other 
residents who claim benefits but it also threatens the ability of Registered Providers 
(housing associations), to collect income and fund services and new development. 

The reduction in the maximum benefit to £20,000 means that Registered Providers will have 
to rethink their rental policies and plans for new homes. For example, they may elect not to 
build any more 4 bedroom family homes for rent, as residents affected by the caps will not 
be able to afford the rents charged on these homes. This would be a particular problem for 
larger family households and could increase instances of overcrowding with its associated 
social and health consequences.

The New Housing Bill 

A new Housing Bill, to be published in October, will enable the extension of the Right to Buy 
(RTB) to housing association tenants, giving them the ability to buy their homes at a 
discount in the same way as local authority tenants. Whilst this will undoubtedly benefit 
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some existing tenants, it will further reduce the amount of rented stock that is available to 
those on low incomes or in receipt of welfare benefits over time.

As with previous versions of RTB it is likely that a fair proportion of homes will be purchased 
by, or with money from, friends or family members. Recent reports claim that around 40% of 
the council homes bought nationally via RTB are now in the private rented market, having 
been sold on. If the extension of the RTB to housing associations follows a similar pattern it 
would mean a large number of affordable rented homes could be lost over time. It could 
also mean the further residualisation of the housing stock in particular neighbourhoods and 
estates with deprivation increasing as the more economically active cash in and move out.

A major concern is the proposal to cap HA rents. The government proposes to reduce 
housing association rents by 1% a year up to 2020.  Whilst on the face of it this might seem 
laudable, the unintended consequences may be far-reaching for Housing Associations’ 
finances. AmicusHorizon, the largest social housing provider in Hastings, have modelled the 
impact of the proposed rent loss from their rented housing stock to be in the order of £40m 
through to 2020. They will then lose £19m per annum income growth in perpetuity as their 
baseline rent position will be much lower.

Whilst AmicusHorizon do not plan to withdraw from building affordable rented homes there 
will likely be a much higher emphasis on building new homes for sale over the next few 
years. All this is likely to increase demand for existing rented homes and reduce the level of 
accommodation that is available to homeless households and others in need, for whom 
social housing largely provides their current solution. The rent reductions will also mean less 
money to invest in services and property maintenance. Potentially it also affects the ability 
of housing associations to resource the kinds of community-based activity that lends 
support to that undertaken by public and voluntary agencies in deprived neighbourhoods. 

One final proposal likely to be included within the Bill is the so-called ‘Pay to Stay’ policy. 
Tenants earning over £30,000 per annum will be expected to pay a higher level of rent. It is 
not clear how many tenants might be affected in Hastings but there is a concern expressed 
by housing associations that it may prove difficult to monitor and administer and may not 
produce much in the way of a net rental gain.  It may also have the consequence, 
unintended or otherwise, of further encouraging those who are able to do so to purchase 
their home through the RTB. 

The Communities and Local Government Committee is currently holding an inquiry into the 
viability and sustainability of housing associations. This inquiry is looking at the proposed 
extension of Right to Buy and how rent caps also being introduced will impact on the ability 
of housing associations to build and develop. However, it seems unlikely that the 
government will radically modify its position as these were key manifesto commitments.

Selective Licensing

On a more positive note, the Council’s Selective Licencing Scheme will go live on the 26 
October 2015.  This scheme, which will cover the majority of rented property across seven 
wards, will ensure that minimum property and management standards are in place and that 
landlords are fit and proper people to hold a licence. The new scheme will augment the 
existing additional licensing scheme for HMOs that covers the 4 town centre wards in 
Hastings & St Leonards and afford greater protection for those who are least able to 
exercise choice in terms of their housing.

The selective team has been recruited and the IT project remains on target, with a new 
online application process currently undergoing testing.
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The webpage for the SLS is live and currently has a lot of useful information on the scheme, 
including an extensive FAQ page - 
http://www.hastings.gov.uk/housing_tax_benefits/improving_homes/selectivelicensingsche
me/
A new dedicated email address is also in use for the scheme - 
licensingrentedproperty@hastings.gov.uk  
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