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Introduction

1. The Scottish Council for Development and Industry (SCDI) is an independent membership network that strengthens Scotland’s competitiveness by influencing Government policies to encourage sustainable economic prosperity.  Its membership includes businesses, trades unions, local authorities, educational institutions and the voluntary sector.
2.
SCDI welcomes the opportunity to comment on this discussion paper on sector change in the housing association sector.  Only some of the consultation questions are applicable to SCDI as it is not a housing association.
3.
SCDI notes the key criteria identified regarding Sector Change in the housing association sector as:
· Providing high quality affordable housing in an efficient a sustainable way

· Delivering high quality, cost effective management and maintenance services

· Being accountable to tenant, other service users and stakeholders

· Retaining the ability of local communities to determine appropriate solutions for their areas

· Maintaining the ability of individual housing associations, or groups of housing associations, to grow

· Sustaining and developing the sector’s capacity to influence

· Promoting innovation in both how the sector delivers its products and in utilising technology.

It is agreed that these are the correct criteria on which the housing association sector should be concentrating.
Efficiencies

4.
Improving efficiency of operations is now one of the major goals within organisations across the private, public and third sectors.  The objective is to improve the quality and effectiveness of organisations and, as the Sector Change consultation document states, enhance service delivery.  However, pursuing efficiency gains does require an ability by individuals within organisations to adjust to change and can lead to morale issues for staff and affect the performance of organisations if a Change agenda is implemented unsympathetically or in a clumsy, haphazard and heavy handed way.

5.
Improving efficiency should not be confused with downsizing or be seen as job threatening (although sometimes redundancies do occur).  However, the focus should not be on the size of organisations or numbers employed, but about the role and effectiveness of those organisations and individuals within them.  Firstly, it is necessary to establish that individuals and organisations continue to have a role and understand what that role is.  It must then be ensured that they are best placed, and have the ability, to carry out that role.  This may involve training and staff development.  Finally, measuring whether they are actually delivering the required outputs effectively and if not, taking action to rectify that situation, will be required.  The key to successful implementation of a Change agenda is in good communication within organisations and sectors which this consultation and related discussions are seeking to achieve.
6.
The final bullet point on the sector’s approach to efficiencies regarding evaluating all proposals against agreed criteria and having them risk-assessed is very important.  Proper measurement of the effectiveness of new approaches that are understood and accepted by staff will also help to achieve the changes sought.
Land Availability and Land Use
7.
Constraints on development imposed by lack of water and wastewater infrastructure are a growing concern and a major cause of frustration among local authorities, developers and local communities.  The issue regularly features in SCDI members’ comments on the provision of water services.  SCDI welcomed the Scottish Executive Department of Environment and Rural Affairs announcement that it will provide the investment to enable all estimated new housing developments to be connected to the network between 2006 and 2014 and also welcomes the supplement to the housing investment programme of £14 million per annum to support the cost of water and sewerage infrastructure for Registered Social Landlords’ housing developments.

8.
A lack of affordable housing is a significant issue in many areas of Scotland and the Scottish Executive Review of the Evidence on the Scottish Housing Market released in 2004 indicates that insufficient numbers of homes are being built in some areas of Scotland resulting in affordability issues.
9.
In 2004 SCDI produced a briefing paper on affordable housing.  It contained possible initiatives suggested by many relevant players in the housing and planning sectors to address the affordable housing issues. www.scdi.org.uk
10.
For example, Section 75 planning agreements, where authorities can enter into an agreement with developers of specific pieces of land to restrict or regulate the use of that land, is one way of ensuring affordable housing is provided and it is welcomed that the SFHA is working with the Scottish Executive on this issue.
11.
Homes for Scotland, the umbrella body representing the house building industry, believes that an essential component of the delivery of affordable housing is a minimum five-year supply of effective land, maintained in perpetuity regardless of the status of the Local Plan.  However, the challenge it sets the public sector is, to question whether the planning authorities have the will to release sufficient land to allow market demand and social need to be met?; Is the Executive prepared to resource Registered Social Landlords to such a level that they are available to partner with Homes for Scotland when the opportunities arise to develop social rented accommodation and will the Executive ensure that house builders be allowed to build low cost homes for sale where no resourced Registered Social Landlord can be identified?  SCDI would be interested in the views of SFHA on these questions.
12.
It has also been suggested, for example by Highland Council, that low cost owner occupation can be delivered through initiatives such as a shared equity model where occupiers purchase part of a freehold, say 80%, and the remaining 20% is owned by a Registered Social Landlord or other approved landlord and rent paid to them.

13.
Another initiative being explored is the increased use of public sector land banks.   Communities Scotland, in conjunction with Highland Council and Highlands and Islands Enterprise, is looking to provide additional resources for landbanking to allow more land to be acquired for affordable housing use.

13.
Bringing all this together and following the release of the Scottish Executive’s Affordable Housing Review in 2004, the Communities Minister announced a package of measures to help address problems with affordable housing and this includes support for shared equity and landbanking.  £20 million has been allocated to initiatives such as:

· new housing projects to increase housing supply in pressurised areas like Aberdeenshire, the Highlands & Islands, the Borders and Edinburgh

· creating landbanks – targeted purchasing of land in fast-growing areas so housing associations can build in the future

· pilot shared equity programme in Inverness, where the buyer only needs to buy half the house

· acceleration of existing affordable housing schemes

· support for local authorities who want to establish cash incentive schemes for tenants to buy private sector housing.

14.
A scheme specifically designed to help address the problem of affordability in rural areas was announced at the end of 2003.  The Scottish Executive approved a proposal to permit The Forestry Commission and Communities Scotland to investigate opportunities to release national forest land to increase the supply of affordable housing in areas where difficulties have been identified.  A moratorium on large-scale sales of land managed by the Forestry Commission is in place, but this scheme would identify and make available smaller areas of land to Registered Social Landlords for affordable housing.

15.
The Scottish Parliament is currently considering a Planning etc. (Scotland) Bill which is the culmination of a great deal of consultation on Scotland’s planning system.  SCDI has submitted detailed responses to these consultations and the Bill itself.  The proposals contained in the Bill are broadly welcomed by SCDI and should make the planning system more efficient resulting in speedier decision making and ensuring significant developments, such as housing projects, are processed effectively.

16.
It is clear that, across a variety of areas, the Scottish Executive and other players in the housing sector, including the SFHA, are attempting to address the affordable housing issue.  However, problems still exist and it is clear that all parties must continue to work together to help alleviate the problem across the country and ensure that a sufficient level of social housing is available.
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