
News reporter of the year 

Exclusive: 7% rise in Right to Buy flats rented privately 

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/news/exclusive-7-rise-in-former-right-to-buy-homes-now-

rented-privately-53507 

The Right to Buy remains one of the most divisive policies in the history of UK social housing, and 

this year Nathaniel Barker has contributed to the debate with two major investigations. 

The first of these, published in December, was the most thorough analysis yet of how many former 

Right to Buy homes are in the public domain. Nathaniel obtained figures from 111 councils to show 

rising numbers of former council homes were being flipped to private rent – effectively making 

council estates honey pots for buy-to-let investors. 

This piece was followed up widely in the national press: in The Times, on the front page of the digital 

edition of The Independent and in The Guardian. It was even cited in the Labour party’s major 

Housing for the many policy paper. 

Nathaniel showed his skill as a news hound a couple of weeks later, using Land Registry data to 

reveal that a councillor in Milton Keynes – England’s ‘Right to Buy to Let capital’ – was renting out 10 

of his own local authority’s homes. 

 

Councils spend millions using Right to Buy flats as temporary accommodation 

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/news/councils-spend-millions-using-right-to-buy-flats-as-

temporary-accommodation-55891  

Nathaniel followed up the previous investigation in April with another major piece of Freedom of 

Information work. He gathered data from 100 councils to find that £8.4m was being spent annually 

to rent back council homes they had sold at a discount which were now in the private rented sector. 

This story perfectly encapsulated the issue with the policy: the loss of homes for poorer families, 

resulting in the same homes being rented out at greater expense to the public purse. 

It came in a year when the Right to Buy has again been close to the top of the agenda politically – 

months after Nathaniel’s piece the Chartered Institute of Housing called for a suspension of the 

policy and the government has announced a consultation on changes. Nathaniel’s journalism 

undoubtedly contributed to our understanding of how and why it is going wrong. 

 

Housing association under investigation over fire safety concerns 

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/news/housing-association-under-investigation-over-fire-

safety-concerns-56639 

With this scoop, Nathaniel broke the story of major fire safety failings at a housing association in the 

North West. 

Through skilled patch work and news gathering, he was able to stand up an anonymous tip-off 

despite little cooperation from the organisation involved or the Regulator of Social Housing (RSH) 

and craft it into a detailed story. 
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The result is a story which embodies Inside Housing’s core purpose as a publication: to hold the 

social housing sector to account – particularly on issues of tenants’ safety. 

The RSH’s eventual announcement about the situation at Knowsley Housing Trust two weeks later 

confirmed that Nathaniel’s original story was entirely accurate. 

It was then raised in the House of Commons and covered by the BBC and the Liverpool Echo, with 

Inside Housing well ahead of the curve. 
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Nathaniel Barker

Town halls are spending millions 
of pounds a year renting ex-coun-
cil fl ats from private landlords to 
provide accommodation for home-
less households, Inside Housing can 
reveal.

Freedom of Information Act 
requests to more than 100 stock-

retaining local authorities in England 
identifi ed 23 that have been forced to 
spend millions leasing back homes 
sold under the Right to Buy to use as 
temporary accommodation for the 
growing number of homeless house-
holds.

Together, they are currently pay-
ing buy-to-let landlords around 
£8.4m a year to rent 725 fl ats – all of 

which the councils once owned – for 
this purpose. Much of the bill will be 
footed by the taxpayer in the form of 
housing benefi t.

Almost all the councils in question 
were in London and the South East.

Councils have been increasingly 
reliant on temporary accommoda-
tion as the number of homeless 
households has rocketed since 2010.

The cost of renting back fl ats coun-
cils once owned is likely to be signifi -
cantly higher, as some central Lon-
don councils with severe housing 
pressures would not release the data.

Enfi eld, Brighton & Hove, 
Lewisham, Southwark and Barnet 
councils reported the largest fi gures.

c Continued on page 2

Right to Buy Growing number of homeless households puts pressure on council budgets

Councils spend millions 
renting RTB f lats
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a Eight most read
1. Labour proposes scrapping affordable 
rent in social housing review
2. Corbyn: housing associations’ 
‘diminished role’ limiting social housing 
development
3. Regulator names two new board 
members
4. Clarion finance chief to take over at 
Sovereign
5. Government announces major 
developer will cover fire safety costs in 
tower block
6. Peabody offers to re-employ 
Windrush generation caretaker sacked 
in 2012
7. Woman dies in fire at supported 
housing scheme
8. Private landlord hit with record fine 
for fire safety failures

Cladding

Fire safety costs 
to hit projects
Housing association 
says cutbacks necessary 
to cover costs

Nathaniel Barker

A South West housing association 
has warned it cannot meet the cost 
of removing dangerous cladding 
from its tower blocks without serious 
knock-on eff ects to its new build and 
refurbishment programmes.

Plymouth Community Homes, 
which manages around 16,000 
homes following a stock transfer from 
the city council, has three high rises 
covered in Grenfell-style aluminium 
composite material cladding at the 
Mount Wise Estate. It insists the sys-
tem was compliant with building reg-
ulations when installed during a 
refurbishment in 2000.

Work is yet to start on removing the 
material 10 months on from the Gren-
fell Tower fi re last June, in which 
combustible cladding is thought to 
have contributed to the spread of 
fl ames.

The association requested funding 
help from the government to meet 
the £14m estimated cost of the reme-
dial work, but was told cash would 
only be made available in cases 
where fi nancial restrictions would 
stop work from going ahead.

As it would be able to meet the 
costs without becoming unviable, 
Plymouth Community Homes faces 
deferring the money from planned 
capital works for existing stock and 
new build. That would mean cutting 
220 homes from its development pro-
gramme or cancelling extensive 
refurbishment and modernisation 
work to 14 other blocks.

John Clark, chief executive of Plym-

outh Community Homes, told Inside 
Housing: “The big question is: is it 
actually right to charge social housing 
tenants for something that is a failure 
of the national building regulations?

“As a housing association the only 
money we have comes from our ten-
ants. It is unfair to say it’s not right for 
leaseholders in private blocks to have 
to pay for this work, but that you 
charge someone in social housing, 
who are some of the poorest and 
most vulnerable people in society.”

Ministers have previously said 
leaseholders in private blocks with 
dangerous cladding should not be 
made to foot the bill for its removal.

Mr Clark added that he had sug-
gested alternative ways the govern-
ment could provide fi nancial help – 
such as making the works VAT 
exempt or cancelling the fi nal year of 
the 1% rent reduction – without 
success.

Experts have said cladding on the 
Mount Wise towers would have to be 
immediately replaced after removal 
in order to maintain the 16-storey 
buildings’ watertightness.

Right to Buy

RTB flats used 
for temporary 
housing
c Continued from front
Sir Steve Bullock, executive member 
for housing at London Councils, said: 
“We have seen the boroughs increas-
ingly relying on the private rented 
sector to meet the rising demand for 
temporary accommodation including 
ex-council units.”

Councils are likely to come under 
increasing pressure because of new 
duties in the Homelessness Reduc-
tion Act, which came into eff ect this 
month. Labour-led Southwark Coun-
cil rents 93 ex-council fl ats for £1.36m 
a year. It said it has increased renting 
from private landlords for temporary 

accommodation by 85% in the past 
year – during which time it has acted 
as a pilot authority for the new 
homelessness legislation.

Labour-led Enfi eld Council rents 
130 ex-council fl ats at an annual cost 
of £1.8m. Ahmet Oykener, cabinet 
member for housing and regenera-
tion, said: “Without the [Right to Buy] 
we would have more than 20,000 
properties, [meaning] we would have 
no crisis in Enfi eld and would be able 
to house homeless households.”

According to government fi gures, 
there were 78,930 households in tem-
porary accommodation in England at 
the end of December 2017, including 
120,510 children. More than two-
thirds of homeless households are in 
London. The Ministry of Housing, 
Communities and Local Government 
has been approached for comment.

“We have seen boroughs 
increasingly relying on the 
private rented sector.”
Sir Steve Bullock, executive 
member for housing, 
London Councils

One of the Mount Wise towers 
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Table sales are now open for the 
Housing Heroes Awards on 

Monday 25 June at Manchester Central.
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c The need for more social rent, see page 16

Nathaniel Barker

The number of former coun-
cil homes being let privately has 
soared to more than 40%, new Inside  
Housing research has revealed.

Freedom of Information Act 
request responses from 111 councils – 
two-thirds of all stock-holding town 
halls in England – show 40.2% of for-
mer Right to Buy flats are now being 
sublet.

This is a 7% rise from the 37.6% 
recorded last time Inside Housing 
carried out this research in 2015 – a 
rate of growth which would see more 
than half of all former Right to Buy 
homes rented privately by 2026.

 Eamon McGoldrick, managing 
director of the National Federation 
of ALMOs, said true subletting fig-
ures could be “at least” 5% higher 
than shown by the data.

He said: “Leaseholders are 
allowed to sublet but some of them 
don’t actually inform the council 
that they’re doing it, possibly 
because they think it will be an issue.

“So there will be another number 
on top of this figure that haven’t 
given the freeholder an away 
address.”

The councils have sold a total of 
180,260 leasehold properties under 
the Right to Buy since its introduc-
tion in 1980, with 72,454 now  
registered with an ‘away address’, 
indicating subletting.

c Continued on page 2

Right to Buy Inside Housing research shows former council homes being let privately has risen 7%

RTB sublets above 40%

Q&A: Alison Inman 
The president of the 
Chartered Institute of 
Housing on domestic 
abuse and Grenfell 
Feature, page 18

Cheers to that
Care home cocktail 
parties are helping 
tackle loneliness 
among older people 
Feature, page 24
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News

Scotland

FOIA set for 
Scottish HAs
Scottish landlords could 
be covered by Freedom of 
Information Act by 2019  

Sophie Barnes

The Freedom of Information Act 
(FOIA) could apply to housing asso-
ciations in Scotland from April 2019, 
depending on the outcome of a  
parliamentary vote.

In a long-anticipated move Joe 
FitzPatrick, minister for parliamen-
tary business, announced a draft 
order on Wednesday to extend Free-
dom of Information to registered 
social landlords in Scotland.

Mr FitzPatrick said: “The Scottish 
Government regularly reviews cover-
age of Freedom of Information Act 
legislation. Previous orders have des-
ignated a range of arm’s-length trusts 
providing cultural, leisure and sport-
ing services, private prison contrac-
tors, grant-aided and independent 
special schools.

“The proposed order extends the 
statutory right to request information 
to registered social landlords [RSLs] 
insofar as they – as private bodies – 
undertake functions for which they 
are already subject to regulation and 

oversight by the Scottish Housing 
Regulator. This will give RSL tenants, 
and others, the same rights to infor-
mation as those enjoyed by tenants of 
local authorities.”

Responses to a government consul-
tation on the move will inform the 
final legislation and subject to a vote 
in parliament it is expected the order 
will come into effect from April 2019.

Helen Moore, chair of Glasgow and 
West of Scotland Forum of Housing 
Associations (GWSF), said housing 
associations will now have to manage 
“significant red tape which the FOIA 
system inevitably brings, and this will 
have to be funded by tenants’ rents”.

She said: “Providing information in 
an open and accessible way has 
always been an important principle 
for our members. That approach will 
continue to develop, and we know 
that being subject to Freedom of 
Information does not in itself make 
an organisation naturally open and 
transparent. But what will very much 
change with FOI is that housing asso-
ciations, whatever their size, will 
need to put time and money into pre-
paring to manage the significant red 
tape which the FOI system inevitably 
brings, and this will have to be 
funded by tenants’ rents.”

Right to Buy

RTB sublets 
above 40%  
c Continued from front
John Bibby, chief executive of the 
Association of Retained Council 
Housing, said the figures were not 
surprising. “The government has 
promised a root-and-branch green 
paper on social housing and it will 
be interesting to see if that includes 
Right to Buy and its impact,” he said.

Milton Keynes is the ‘Right to Buy 
to let’ capital, with 70.9% of flats sold 
through Right to Buy now in the PRS.

Another six councils – Bolsover, 
Brighton & Hove, Canterbury, Chesh-
ire West and Chester, Stevenage, and 
Nuneaton & Bedworth – have lease-
hold subletting levels of more than 
50%. The average private rented sec-
tor rent is £88 per week in England, 
while private rents are £210. In Lon-
don, this gap grows from £108 for 
council rents to £359 for private 
rents. The data comes as Welsh 
Assembly members voted through a 
bill to abolish the Right to Buy in 
Wales on Tuesday. Data provided by 
eight of the 11 stock-retaining councils 
in Wales, not included in the figures 
above, shows that 42.3% of flats sold 
under the Right to Buy are sublet.

Scotland scrapped the Right to Buy 
in July 2016. In England, however, the 
government still plans to extend the 
policy to housing association tenants, 
with a pilot planned for next year.

c See analysis on p12 for more
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