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With the HCA’s recent focus on housing 

association under-performance in VFM self-

assessments, it would be tempting to 

assume that VFM is less of an issue for 

ALMOs and council housing departments. 

In fact, VFM is of even greater importance 

to the local authority sector, where fiscal 

constraints and greater government policy 

direction impose challenges on authorities 

that outweigh those experienced by 

associations. 

For this new publication A sense of purpose: 

defining value for money in council housing, 

HouseMark undertook research amongst 

council chief housing officers and ALMO 

chief executives to capture and promote the 

sector’s view on how the VFM agenda 

should be managed. 

The report – written with input from ARCH 

and the NFA - contains details of a wide-

ranging series of initiatives being 

undertaken by councils and ALMOs to 

maximise VFM.  

However, the report finds that - due to 

radical changes in the financial and 

operating environment for council housing, 

alongside pressure from central 

government to rethink its role and purpose 

- the nature of value has changed, which 

requires a fresh look at what VFM means. 

The author, Steve Smedley, found two 

common threads of sector opinion. 

The municipal housing sector should renew 

and articulate its ‘sense of purpose’ if it is to 

maximise VFM. If it cannot define the 

‘value’ it exists to produce, how can it go on 

to tackle ‘for money’?   If the sector does 

not take responsibility for its product and 

story, others will continue to broadcast an 

unchallenged narrative that plays on 

negative perceptions and tired stereotypes.  

If left unchecked, this devaluation of council 

housing will leave the sector with no more 

than a last-resort, stripped-down, welfare 

product. 

The sector should also promote a ‘local’ 

version of VFM rather than one which 

merely reflects the government’s priorities.  

This requires strategic thinking on the role 

of council housing in local housing markets 

and the best use of scarce municipal 

resources to enhance community wellbeing.  

In conjunction with self-financing, this need 

for new thinking provides an opportunity to 

shape a ‘fit for the future’ local social 

housing product. 

Steve Smedley said “The key to maximising 

VFM in council housing and ALMOs is the 

articulation of a new 21st century value 

proposition for the sector, centred on 

community wellbeing and delivered in 

partnership with parent councils and other 

local agencies. If the sector can’t articulate 

this value, how can it achieve VFM?” 

The report finds that councils are 

increasingly appreciating the value of: 

• local authority housing organisations 

(LAHOs) – via direct management or an 

arms’ length management organisation - 

as trusted local service providers 

• LAHOs that provide services beyond 

housing management and extend into 

what is commonly described as 

‘community well-being’.  

Without this new sense of purpose, VFM 

cannot be maximised. 

Running a modern social business in a tough 

operating environment isn’t easy. It 

requires an unusual mix of business skills 

and social conscience, guided by leaders 

who have a clear sense of purpose. If ever 

there was a time for strategic thinking, it is 

now. 

You can download the publication from the 

ARCH website. 

Maximising VFM 
in council 
housing requires a 
fresh look at the 
purpose of local service 
delivery 

Diary dates 
12 May - Tenants’ Group meeting 

19 May - ARCH Exec Board meeting and 
half day seminar, Birmingham - Welfare 
reform: the first year and future prospects  

16 June -Tenants’ Group AGM 

7 July - ARCH Exec Board Meeting and half 
day seminar, London—Involving tenants 

18 September—Tenants’ conference 

22 September – AGM & Exec Board 
meeting 

17 November – Exec Board  meeting  

3 November – Tenants’ Group 
meeting 



Councils are becoming more involved in 

providing homes for market rent, or 

managing them for private owners.  

Delegates at a well-received ARCH seminar 

on 17 March heard from Stephen Hills, 

Director of Housing in South 

Cambridgeshire, which is planning to 

acquire or build up to 1000 homes for 

market rent, and Martin Pereira, head of 

the successful Social Lettings Agency 

established by LB Havering to manage 

privately owned rented homes.   

David Pipe from CIH explained how 

initiatives like these are increasingly being 

considered by councils aiming to meet local 

needs for good quality market rented 

housing, and to earn a return which can 

help support General Fund spending. 

 

ARCH plans to hold seminars on topics of 

current interest to member councils before 

each of its Executive meetings.  The next 

two events are on 19 May in Birmingham 

and 7 July in London.  The May event will 

look at the impact of welfare reform one 

year on from the implementation of the 

bedroom tax, and future prospects up to 

the General Election and beyond.  In July 

the topic will be effective ways of involving 

tenants in the governance and scrutiny of 

council housing services.  All events are free 

for up to three delegates from each ARCH  

member council.   

Watch for full details on www.arch-

housing.org.uk. 
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After three decades during which the role of 

councils in providing new housing was 

largely written out of government policy, 

there is suddenly a new interest in how 

councils can contribute to delivering the 

extra homes that are desperately needed to 

meet the current housing shortage.   

 

In December, Labour launched a Housing 

Commission, under the leadership of Sir 

Michael Lyons, to ‘draw up a road map that 

will set out changes to housing and planning 

policies and practice that are required to 

deliver the new homes and communities we 

need’.  Among the questions it will explore 

is: ‘what flexibilities through the HRA and in 

other areas could be granted to local 

authorities so they can build more homes?’ 

Not to be outdone, the government has 

announced its own ‘independent and wide-

ranging review’ to explore whether councils 

are making the most of their existing 

powers and flexibilities to deliver new social 

housing.  Led by Natalie Elphicke, a former 

national director of the Conservative Policy 

Forum, now chair of Million Homes, Million 

Lives and Keith House, Liberal Democrat 

Leader of Eastleigh Borough Council, the 

review will also explore how councils could 

work more closely with housing 

associations, housebuilders and businesses 

to deliver more new homes. 

 

ARCH has submitted evidence to the Lyons 

Review, and will be making a submission to 

the CLG Review when the opportunity 

comes. At the core of both submissions will 

be evidence demonstrating that councils are 

keen to make a bigger contribution to 

meeting the housing crisis and have the 

capacity to do so.  Councils with housing 

have the financial capacity to build at least 

20,000 new homes a year, four times the 

number likely under current borrowing 

restrictions.  The financial strength created 

by ownership of substantial housing assets 

also gives councils the opportunity to be 

more effective as enablers of new housing 

provided in partnership with housing 

associations and private developers.   

 

But current partnership arrangements are 

often required to get round restrictions on 

council borrowing and involve complex legal 

and governance structures.  With a few 

tweaks to the current rules governing the 

operation of the HRA, councils could do 

more directly, and more easily, to provide 

housing for sale and market rent, as well as 

affordable housing and make a very big 

contribution to solving the national housing 

crisis. 

 

Matthew Warburton - ARCH policy adviser 

Follow Matthew’s weekly blog on  
www.arch-housing.org.uk 

You wait for ages...and then two 
come along at once 
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The 22 strong ARCH Tenants' Group have 

been busy developing a work plan for their 

activities in 2014. They have already held 

two meetings this year with the main focus 

on planning the ARCH Tenants' Conference 

on 18 September which is to be kindly 

hosted by Birmingham City Council.  

Look out for more information about this 

event which will this year include some 

interactive group work to develop ideas for 

a 'Tenants' Manifesto' as well as some 

practical workshops to hear from tenants 

and their local authorities about what 

really works for them. 

The ARCH Tenants' Group is also developing 

a new leaflet called ‘How to Complain’ to 

follow on from the success of the previous 

two leaflets on bedroom tax and universal 

credit. 

The group have recently 

completed a review of 

their 'Terms of 

Reference'.  The Chair 

and Vice Chair of the 

Tenants' Group are 

directors of ARCH Ltd so 

tenants really do have 

an influence on matters 

affecting council 

housing.   

Jenny Hill, the current 

chair of the Group said 

'The work of the ARCH 

Tenants' Group helps to 

ensure that tenants’ voices and their 

perspectives are heard at the highest level. 

ARCH contributes to government 

consultation documents and the group has 

a chance to view the responses. If necessary, 

the group (through the Chair and Vice Chair) 

can put forward their own responses for 

consideration by the board.’ 

More information can be found about the 

work of the ARCH Tenants’ Group and ARCH 

on www.arch-housing.org.uk 

 

Tenants’ 
corner 

ARCH's member-help-member information 

exchange has now been operating 

successfully for over 12 months, but still 

hasn't reached its full potential according to 

HouseMark's Head of Knowledge 

Management Liz Kenny, who oversees the 

service on behalf of ARCH. 

After a six month pilot, the ARCH Executive 

agreed to make the ARCH Exchange service 

a permanent member benefit. The scheme 

enables members to poses a question to the 

senior managers of other stock retaining 

councils simply by emailing exchange@arch

-housing.org.uk. The question is then 

emailed to a senior contact in each ARCH 

member authority. They pass it on to the 

most relevant people in their council who, if 

they can help with relevant advice or 

information, respond directly to the 

questioner, with a copy to ARCH. 

Issues raised in recent months include HRA 

support for the general fund, independent 

financial modelling of the HRA Business 

Plan, care support for sheltered housing and 

design of direct debit schemes. 

ARCH also wants members to use Exchange 

to share their policy reports. This can be a 

great way of helping colleagues benefit 

from your research and innovative ideas. As 

well as emailing members to make them 

aware of the shared documents, the reports 

are placed in a library of policy reports in 

the members’ area of the ARCH website. 

The most recent additions are Slough 

Borough Council's report and customer 

booklet on its new housing allocation 

scheme. 

But fewer than half of ARCH members have 

yet used either element of the service. The 

25 enquiries put through ARCH Exchange 

have received nearly 70 replies, some very 

detailed and useful, and often accompanied 

by an invitation to make direct contact for a 

chat. 

So Liz's message is ‘If you haven't yet used 

ARCH Exchange then give it a try, and make 

sure your colleagues know about it’. 

For more information, email 

exchange@arch-housing.org.uk 

Members urged to make more use of ARCH Exchange 
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As usual last week's budget dominated 

news headlines on the day and follow up 

coverage, with much of the focus on the 

proposed radical changes to pensions 

arrangements as well as a more upbeat set 

of economic forecasts from the Office for 

Budget Responsibility. 

There was some good economic news. 

Growth for 2014 is now forecast at 2.7%, 

with longer term growth forecast to vary 

between 2.3-2.7% for the whole period up 

to 2018. Essentially the economy is 

beginning to get back on track, although 

the recovery is still less balanced than 

many commentators, and the Chancellor 

himself, would want, concentrated as it is 

on consumer spending and the service 

sector. 

Higher growth is also forecast to mean an 

improving fiscal position with the yearly 

deficit forecast to fall every year from its 

current rate of 6.6% of GDP to 0.8% in 2017 

and even showing a modest +0.2% surplus 

in 2018. 

Reasonable news so far, but what did the 

budget mean for housing? In short the 

story here was positive, with some 

important steps taken, but much still to do. 

The big housing announcements were the 

creation of a £525m fund to help smaller 

builders secure  finance, a £150m fund to 

support self-build schemes alongside a 

Right To Build and the announcement of 

the Ebbsfleet Garden City and 

infrastructure works to support housing 

developments at Brent Cross and Barking 

Riverside. 

These were all welcome. Historically 

smaller builders have provided a much 

greater proportion of all new homes than 

they do now and accessing finance has 

been a major impediment to them making 

more of a contribution to tackling our 

housing supply crisis. 

Self Builders make a much greater 

contribution to supply in other countries 

than here in the UK, and the scheme 

announced helping to fund infrastructure 

for Self Build sites is modelled on successful 

policies used abroad. We need to 

understand more about how the Right To 

Build will actually get people access to 

sites, but it's an interesting idea. 

New settlements must be part of the mix if 

we are to build the numbers of homes we 

need, so these announcements were 

welcome too. And the announcement that 

the Support for Mortgage Interest 

provisions will be rolled forward was 

welcome news. Many homeowners are still 

struggling from the effects of the recession 

and need this support. 

But of course I had hoped to see more, and 

particularly a focus on the potential of the 

local authority sector to play more of a role 

in meeting our supply challenge. There is 

significant potential financial capacity in 

local authorities which the borrowing caps 

prevent being used. Lifting caps, which CIH 

called for in our budget submission, would 

enable authorities to play a much greater 

role in combatting our supply crisis and 

provide desperately needed additional 

social and affordable homes.  

CIH had also hoped to see measures to 

incentivise standards in the market rented 

sector and to help poorer, older 

homeowners to downsize. We were 

disappointed on both counts. 

The budget continued the much higher 

level of attention afforded to housing 

recently and that is welcome. Some 

potentially valuable measures were 

announced which will be important steps 

along the way to addressing our national 

housing crisis, but there is still much more 

that we need to do. 

Gavin Smart, Director of Policy & Practice 
Chartered Institute of Housing 
gavin.smart@cih.org 
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