
A home is a human right 
What the government must do:
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There is a growing recognition that the policies pursued over recent decades which have exclusively favoured
the private market have significantly contributed to the current housing crisis. Chart 1 shows how since the
role of local Councils in providing homes has been marginalised, through national policies such as ‘Right to
Buy’, there has been a downward trend in the number of new builds. 

Private house builders have never replaced the numbers that had been built by
local authorities and the result is now a severe housing shortage. Unite has
been active through its Community membership in organising people
opposing their Council homes being demolished, against their private rents
being ratcheted so high they would be driven out of their homes, in
protesting against evictions and Council Tax arrears after financial support
has been cut. 

Through our membership in local authorities, housing associations and
community organisations Unite has been active in defending quality standards in
housing provision and access to advice and support, and the local Councillors
network has encouraged Councils to become Living Wage employers and to not give contracts
to firms that have ‘blacklisted’ trade unions. 

You can read our full policy on addressing the housing crisis in our housing charter, ‘A home is a human right’. 

Economic benefits of building homes
The social and economic benefits of building more homes are widely recognised. But in summary; 

• For every £1 spent on housing construction an extra £2.09 is generated in the
economy (using Shelter and KPMG figures); this multiplier effect holds as
we look at spending £1 million or £1 billion on housing construction.
And as each £1 generates a 56p return to the Exchequer, if we spent
£1 million on housing construction, £2.09 million would be
generated in the economy and  £1.1704 million would go back to
the Exchequer. 

• For each £1 generated 56p returns to the Exchequer (this would
be £1.1704 billion in the example above.)

• This means that if the government were to have made the original
£1 billion investment, it would receive a return of £170.4 million on
its original investment.

The economic returns from investing in housing construction are therefore
significant. These gains can then be re-invested in a range of positive benefits
for society. In their report, ‘Building the homes we need’, Shelter and KPMG put
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forward a strong analysis as to how land values, and the need to increase sales value in order to drive up profit,
effectively limit the number of homes built. 

This can help to explain why the private sector has not been able to fill the enormous gap left by the public
sector in house building, and in particular the recent dramatic fall that can also be seen in Chart 1. 

Importantly, not only does the government receive the full benefits of the investment made if it builds the
required homes, but where they are retained in public ownership to provide homes for social rent the public
sector gains assets (in the form of the homes built) but also an additional income, in the rental stream provided
by current and future tenants. 

It obviously also gains an increased tax take from Council tax (from the extra households), corporation tax,
income tax, VAT and so on from the extra jobs created and the multiplier effect on spending and activity
throughout the supply chain. 

Further, as the severe housing shortage has pushed up the cost of housing it has intersected with the longest
squeeze in living standards on record with stagnating wages – in reality, real cuts to pay. This has meant that
three quarters of new housing benefit claimants are from people in work . e are spending £24 billion a year on
helping people to pay for where they live. This huge sum is getting larger every year and, according to the
Department for Work and Pensions, the private rented sector will be the sole driver of the increasing bill for
the foreseeable future. 

The private rented sector costs £23.41 per claim per week more than the social rented sector. This difference
equates to upwards of £150 million per month or more than £1.8 billion per year . 

The conclusion to draw from these figures is not to cut Housing Benefit for individual households but it is to
provide housing, principally for those on lower incomes, for social rent. This would not only provide a return on

Chart 1: houses built each year by different builders
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the public sectors original investment, an ongoing and growing asset base and additional rental income stream
but also generate a saving in the Housing Benefit spend as soon as people transferred from the private rental
sector into the social rented sector. 

This is before any consideration is given to the wider, longer term savings generated from peoples’ improved
health and well-being from being moved out of damp, mouldy and overcrowded housing – of which there is a
much greater incidence in the private rented sector - into decent homes. 

Where can the investment for a massive council house building
programme come from?
There is obviously a much wider political debate to be had around the chosen priorities a government
allocates resources to. Unite, for example, alongside many other organisations and economists have been
arguing for a macro-economic policy of government investment rather than cuts to
public spending on services, benefits and investment. This remains our position.
In this particular briefing however we are going to concentrate on specific
policy measure as an example of how we can begin to to address the
need for investment in housing. 

The ConDem government has put in place ‘Help to Buy’. This scheme is
now due to run until 2020. In order to help people get mortgages
‘Help to Buy’ provides equity loans of up to 20% of the desired home
price and the government acts as guarantor for up to 15% of the
mortgage loan value. It applies to homes priced up to £600,000. 

It does not primarily benefit those on lower incomes and has added to the
creation of further rises in house prices and is not aimed specifically at
increasing the number of new builds, and therefore an increase in the overall
supply of homes. By transferring this provision to local authorities for the specific purpose of house building
and acting as guarantor to local authorities rather than individuals, again for the specific purpose of
housebuilding ‘Help to Buy’ can be transformed into ‘Help to Build’. 

Local authorities can also borrow at much lower rates from the Public Works Loan Board and this can also be
combined with lifting the cap on borrowing in the Housing Revenue Account. These measures mean local
authorities will be able to access much greater funds that currently to invest in housing, creating a return on
this investment for the local authority and public sector. 

An economy that began to achieve healthy, sustainable economic growth rather than the anaemic, unequal
growth we have seen over the last few years as part of the worst economic recovery in over 300 years would
also provide additional direct funding to be allocated to this infrastructure investment. 

Using its procurement power 
When undertaking a massive investment programme the public sector – local authorities and the government –
should use its procurement power to ensure that companies who are awarded contracts are decent employers,
maintaining decent pay, terms and conditions, trade union recognition and collective bargaining and providing
apprenticeships.
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Everyone deserves a decent home – a home is a human right 
The fundamental issue in the housing crisis is the lack of supply, caused by years of under-building what we
needed as a country. At the same time it is also true that Britain has one of the most lightly regulated private
rented markets in Europe, and it is welcome there is growing political pressure to rectify this. Our network of
wider housing support services have also suffered under the twin impacts of a privatising agenda and a brutal
austerity regime. 

The Unite ‘A Home is a Human Right’ charter sets out a number of measures where national
government can act in addition to the policies advocated above. These include; 

• Introducing rent controls in the private rented sector to stop people being
priced out of their home and end rip off letting fees. To immediately
stop the upward spiral the maximum that rents in the private and
social rented sector should increase by each year should reflect,
and be linked to, people’s ability to afford any increase such as
average wage growth not the growth in asset value of a home or
local area. The government can additionally legislate to end
letting fees – tenants should not be charged with the cost of
setting up their tenancy. This measure has no cost implications
for the government, and rent controls would overwhelmingly
affect those in the private rented sector. 

• Make Housing Benefit available to all adults living in Britain and set it
at an appropriate level. 

Housing Benefit should be available to all adults living in Britain; the
Bedroom Tax abolished, the benefit cap removed, and the cuts from the changes
to the Local Housing Allowance and the non-dependent deductions reversed.
Households should not be punished for the spiralling housing costs because of successive governments’
failure to build homes. As discussed above, the reason why Housing Benefit is growing as a national cost is
because of the lack of supply driving up private rents and prices – removing this driver will act to bring down
total housing benefit cost over the medium to long term. 

• Investment in a national, council-led programme to provide basic insulation measures to the 10 million
homes without cavity wall insulation and full loft insulation would create jobs, create warm homes and
reduce fuel poverty – it is better for the environment and people. 

• Private landlords should be registered and licensed to ensure decent homes minimum standards and that
tenants’ rights are respected. Scotland already has a register for private landlords which has a ‘fit and proper
persons’ test, and Wales is introducing one this year. There should mandatory registering and licencing of
private landlords, administered and enforced by the relevant local authority which contains a ‘fit and proper
persons’ test, ensures that decent homes standards are met and maintained, that tenants’ rights are
respected and to help prevent ‘revenge evictions’. Part of local authorities enforcement powers should be
the power to levy punitive fines and the ability to disbar people from being landlords.

This requires national legislation and powers to implement and act devolved to local level. In the Unite
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briefing on actions local councils can take, we outline how Councils such as
Newham have introduced a scheme under the limited powers they
already have that can be self-financing and provide real social benefits
in stamping out the worst landlord practices in the borough. But with
greater powers to implement and enforce a mandatory register and
license, such a scheme would drive up the quality of our housing
stock. At the same time, centreal government could increase powers
for local councils to act on empty homes in their area. 

• Restore security of tenure to the social rented sector, and introduce it
in the private sector: we need longer term lets. Restore secure life-long
tenancies in the social rented sector and legislate to provide longer term
lets of at least 3 to 5 year tenures in the private rented sector. There is a
growing evidence that ‘revenge evictions’ – where tenants are evicted by their
landlord after complaining about the state of their accommodation or a
landlords (in)action. Landlords should not be able to issue no fault
eviction notices if they have failed to meet safety standards or
a tenant has lodged a complaint with the local authority in
the past year. This requires national legislation. 

• Restore the ring-fence to ‘Supporting People’ –
funding given to local Councils by central
government to provide supported housing to
enable older and disabled people to live
independent lives and ensure it is funded properly
so it can do the job it needs too. The ring-fence
was removed by the ConDems and local authority
services have been hit extremely hard by the
programme of spending cuts and austerity. Restore
the Independent Living Fund for disabled people and
as has been widely recognised, the programme of
austerity has had a devastating impact on local authority
services such as social care and occupational health services
that can make the adaptations to their home that people need to
continue to live in them. But there is an alternative to austerity and
these cuts don’t have to be made. 

• Expand the scope of Legal Aid provision to include Housing Benefit entitlements
and to support tenants taking action against disrepair. 

• No privatisation of our housing and support services and ensure housing workers
receive decent pay, terms and conditions. At a national level, the government can
take actions to support collective bargaining and remove the public sector pay cap
policy, that have limited the annual increases to local government staff, other
public sector staff and the organisations that follow public sector pay
benchmarking. 


