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The financial crisis and associated economic downturn is leading to increased repossessions, a slow down in the delivery of more affordable housing, and a shortfall of funds available for the improvement of existing council houses. 

UNISON is the largest housing union in the UK, with members working in local authority housing departments, ALMOs, Registered Social Landlords (RSLs) and across the supported housing sector. All our 1.4 million members are also either homeowners or tenants themselves, or in need of affordable rented housing. Effective responses to the current housing crisis are therefore a top campaigning priority for the union. 
Clearly these issues affect the whole of the UK, though the policy details in this briefing relate to England only. The union is also developing and campaigning for measures tailored to the specific circumstances of Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales.
HELP FOR HOME OWNERS AND PRIVATE TENANTS
As wages fall behind the cost of living, and redundancies increase in all sectors, many are finding it harder to keep up with mortgage payments. Those who sought to get a foot on the housing ladder at the height of the boom are now vulnerable to interest rate rises as their fixed and discount rates come to an end. The Council for Mortgage Lenders have forecast that repossessions will reach around 45,000 in this year alone.
The Government has announced initial measures to help households in England struggling to keep up payments but UNISON believes that more needs to be done:
· a short term moratorium on re-possessions, as proposed in the US by Barack Obama, and additional measures that prevent a further cycle of repossessions
· extend the Mortgage Rescue Package beyond the 6,000 households currently in line to receive assistance and rethink the criteria which are currently too restrictive
· bring forward the introduction of the changes to Income Support for Mortgage Interest to 1 January 2009, and find ways of assisting two-income households where one partner loses their job, who are not covered by existing arrangements
· extend options of moving to shared ownership or shared equity to childless couples and single people under the age of 65 with incomes of less than £60,000

· require lenders to avoid repossessions through mortgage life extensions, payment holidays and changing the type of mortgage. Codes of conduct issued by the Financial Services Authority and Council of Mortgage Lenders should be mandatory. Courts must decide whether homes are repossessed – lenders must be prevented from “sidestepping” the judicial process on mortgage defaults.
· implement safeguards for private renters so that losing a job 

does not mean also losing their home
· statutory regulation of the “sale and rent back” market, as recommended by the Office of Fair Trading, with full compensation for victims of abuse
· protection for tenants of landlords who default on their loans – including early notice of repossession, right to remain while transferring to new landlord or sufficient time to find alternative accommodation
SUPPORT FOR COUNCIL HOUSING AND REGISTERED SOCIAL LANDLORDS 
Severe overcrowding and waiting lists of 4 million show that new homes are urgently needed. The Government set ambitious targets of 3 million new homes in England by 2020, including an additional 70,000 more affordable homes built every year by 2010/11. But figures published by the Department for Communities and Local Government show significant reductions in the number of new starts and completions in the private sector and that the expansion in new affordable homes is not happening.
The Chancellor’s plans to spend through the recession provide the perfect opportunity for the public sector to step in and bridge this gap. A programme of new homes for tenants to rent from councils and housing associations makes social and economic sense – creating jobs in construction and building supplies as well as meeting housing needs. Public borrowing to fund this investment would be more than justified by the resulting multiplier effect that would help counteract the economic downturn.
· enable local authorities to build new council homes by providing a new build allowance to support prudential borrowing
· create a level playing field so councils are able to bid for grant from the Affordable Housing Programme on an equal basis with RSLs
· bring the treatment of public investment into line with international standards by adopting the European accounting conventions, the system of national accounts and the General Government Financial Deficit (GGFD) 
· boost the Affordable Housing Programme, if necessary through increased central government borrowing
· develop new business models for housing associations that can no longer rely on cross subsidy from homes built for sale and part ownership. 
· use unspent funds from the Homes and Communities Agency to help authorities  address shortfalls in funding for repairs needed to meet the Decent Homes Standards and avoid redundancies of council and housing association staff

CONCLUSION

The aim of policymakers in these uncertain times should not be to repair the current system and return it to how it was before the sub-prime crisis first emerged in 2007. Instead the aim should be to create a more stable framework, in which there are more and better affordable options, in which owning and renting are seen as equal tenures, there is less of a sense that home ownership is the only game in town and there is more independent advice to people looking for a home.
PTO
 More information at www.unison.co.uk or call 0845 355 0845


