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What am I going to cover?

• A history of social housing, 
from 1000 AD to the present 
day

• The wider housing context in 
England

• How government 
housing/welfare policy has 
changed over the centuries

• Why we are where we are

• Where we may be going…
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Trends in housing tenure



• 3.9m households in sector

• Smallest tenure group, downward trend

• 10% of social tenants are unemployed, 
24% are economically inactive

• 63% of social tenants receive HB

• Rent rebates introduced in 1972.  Prior to 
this only economically inactive people 
were likely to qualify for any assistance 

• Before 1980 no security of tenure

Trends in housing tenure
Social sector: 

Year LA HA

1900 0 0

1950 15% 0

1975 30% 0

2014 8% 9%



• In 1900 only 10% of people owned 
their own homes and almost 90% 
rented 

• Home ownership peaked at 71% in 
2003 – it is now 63%

• Between 2003 and 2014 the 
proportion of young people living 
in private rented more than 
doubled to 48%

• Owner occupation in this age 
group dropped from 59% to 36% 
from 2003-2014

Trends in housing tenure
Private sector: 



But a very different picture in London and the 

South East

•Average weekly rents in 

London are double 

elsewhere

•Between 2003 and 

2014 the proportion of 

private renters has 

doubled, now at 30%

•Private rented sector 

now as big as mortgagor 

sector 

•The ripple effect of the 

London market





• Changing social and 
political landscape – at 
home and abroad

• War and revolution

• Economy – ups and 
(mostly) downs

• Consumer aspirations

• Government 
philosophy

Ingredients for change



The dawn of social housing



Where it all began...

1000 years ago...



Elizabethan Poor Law 1601

The state intervenes in welfare and housing



Industrial Revolution1780-1831 –

population doubles to 24 m

Poor Law Amendment Act 1834

End of Outdoor relief



THE EDITUR OF THE TIMES PAPER

Sur, — May we beg and beseech your proteckshion and power. We are 

Sur, as it may be, livin in a Wilderniss, so far as the rest of London knows 

anything of us, or as the rich and great people care about. We live in muck 

and filth. We aint got no priviz, no dust bins, no drains, no water-splies, 

and no drain or suer in the hole place. The Suer Company, in Greek St., 

Soho Square, all great, rich and powerfool men, take no notice 

watsomdever of our complaints. The Stenche of a Gully-hole is disgustin. 

We all of us suffer, and numbers are ill, and if the Colera comes Lord help 

us.

Some gentlemans comed yesterday, and we thought they was 

comishioners from the Suer Company, but they was complaining of the 

noosance and stenche our lanes and corts was to them in New Oxforde 

Strect. They was much surprized to see the seller in No. 12, Carrier St., in 

our lane, where a child was dyin from fever, and would not believe that 

Sixty persons sleep in it every night. This here seller you couldent swing a 

cat in, and the rent is five shillings a week; but theare are greate many 

sich deare sellars. Sur, we hope you will let us have our complaints put 

into your hinfluenshall paper, and make these landlords of our houses and 

these comishioners (the friends we spose of the landlords) make our 

houses decent for Christions to live in. Preaye Sir com and see us, for we 

are living like piggs, and it aint faire we shoulde be so ill treted.

We are your respeckfull servents in Church Lane, Carrier St., and the other 

corts. Teusday, Juley 3, 1849. [qtd. in Blount, pp. 342-3]



19th century legislation

• Torrens Act 1868

• Cross Act 1875

• Royal Commission on health and housing 
1884

• The Housing of the Working Classes Act 
1890



From slum to model social housing

The Boundary Estate, Shoreditch, LCC 1900-1903



Housing and a social conscience?

• Housing Trusts 
Established

– Guinness

– Peabody

• Octavia Hill and 
housing 
management

• Workers ‘villages’



A land “fit for heroes”?



Birth of Council Housing

• Tudor Walters report 1918

• Town and Country Planning Act 
1919 (Addison Act)

• Wheatley Act 1924

• Greenwood Act 1930

• 1918-1938 1.5m council homes 
built



Housing subsidy

• Changes over time reflect political philosophy and 
economic priorities

Object subsidy: bricks and mortar

= increased supply

Subject subsidy: housing benefit

= increased demand



The Garden City Movement

• "a healthy, natural, 
and economic 
combination of town 
and country life“ 
(1902)

• Informed modern 
town planning

• complemented by 
improved housing 
standards

Ebenezer Howard 



Housing boom in the ‘30s

•Low interest rates

•High land availability

•Aspirations for home 

ownership 

•Real choices were available: 

council vs private ownership



•450,000 homes destroyed
•Depleted labour force
•Devastating financial impact

World War Two



New towns and high rise in the 1950s

• Housing Act 1952 resulted in 1m council homes built between 1952-56
• 14 New Towns e.g. Stevenage
• Housing Subsidies Act of 1956 – beginning of High Rise construction
• Boom time: 1939-53: 1.3m homes built, further 1m by 1961



Homelessness

• No protection pre-
1970

• 1966, Cathy come 
home

• 1968, Shelter 
established



1970s – The end of the road for 

council housing?

• IMF crisis – reduction in 
borrowing/spending

• Introduction of ‘rent 
rebates’ (HB)

• Changes to the capital 
subsidy system

• Notional rents and ring 
fencing

• Introduction of HIP 
(Housing Investment 
Programme)



Housing Associations – the 1970s

• Housing Act 1974 

– generous subsidies 
for HAs

– Housing Association 
Grant

– Repairs allowances

– Revenue Deficit 
Grant



The 1980s

• Housing Act 1980

the ‘Right to Buy’

– 1.5m sold

– Since 1980 the social sector 
has fallen from 31% to 19%

• Housing Act 1988: Large 
Scale Voluntary Transfers 
(LSVT)

• Local Gvt and Housing Act 
1989 – a new subsidy 
system (ended in 2012 –
and re-born in 2016 through 
high value sales levy...?)



The 1990s

• 1997 Green Paper “Quality and 
Choice, a Decent Home for all”

• Decent Homes for all

• ALMOs (Arms Length 
Management Organisations)

• Rent restructuring

• Choice based lettings

• The starter home initiative

• Shared ownership



2008...

Set the scene for ongoing austerity measures…



But house prices have risen sharply since



Today (and tomorrow)...?)



Thank you for 
listening


