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1. How well does the Council understand its housing market and from its understanding has the Council developed the right proposals to help balance its 

housing markets? 
 
SUB BHM 
QUESTIONS 

COUNCIL STATEMENT 

1.1 
Does the 
Council have 
the right 
research base 
to understand 
its housing 
market? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Council believes that it has a good understanding of its housing market from a comprehensive Housing Needs Survey undertaken in November 
2001. 
 
One of the Council’s four priorities is to make Spelthorne a better place to live.  This priority is based on our research which informs us that Spelthorne’s 
housing market is overwhelmingly dominated by owner occupation; 79% of the population own their own home of which 37% own outright, whilst 19% rent 
their home of which 7% rent in the private sector.  Some 90% of the population reported through our housing needs survey that their home is adequate to 
their needs.  Only 14% felt that their rent or mortgage was too expensive (Census 2001 and Housing Needs Survey 2001).   
 
This reasonably positive picture must be balanced by consideration of the acute housing need experienced by a minority.  The increase in house prices has 
taken owner occupation out of the reach of many local people.  Our housing needs survey (2001) has identified that 87% of concealed households, largely 
the sons and daughters of existing residents, could not afford to buy a house in Spelthorne.  In addition the stock condition survey (November 2001) 
identified 8.1% houses in serious disrepair in the private sector stock.  Therefore there is a strong and increasing need for affordable housing, both socially 
rented housing and low cost home ownership. 
 
Spelthorne’s affordability crisis inevitably leads to greater pressure on our homelessness services.  The Council’s best value review (May 2002) and housing 
inspection (May 2003) identified that the Council were housing families in relatively poor quality B&B accommodation and that families were staying too long 
in temporary accommodation.  The Council has acknowledged that it needs to manage homelessness better and, therefore, a new homelessness strategy 
has been developed and implemented to increase the supply of good quality temporary housing in order to reduce homelessness.  We have also worked 
jointly with two adjoining boroughs to create a small specialist hostel for homeless people. 
  
The severe shortage of affordable housing is a South-East regional problem, and we are acutely conscious that this is a problem that not only affects 
existing residents but also individuals and families that are attracted to the borough.  Higher house prices in the borough, as a result of low availability has a 
strong impact on the housing/employment balance.  The Council has actively worked with other Surrey districts and the County Council to give the 
appropriate allocation of housing requirements in our respective areas.  We are currently the only authority to date that has completed a detailed local 
housing capacity study to assist the process of housing allocations in Spelthorne.  Our research has also shown that many local employers are suffering 
recruitment difficulties because of the high house prices.  Schools are similarly affected.  We are, therefore, also determined to ensure an adequate supply 
of homes for key workers in Spelthorne. 
 
Using our research base, the Council continues to make strenuous efforts to refocus its approach to housing and has through consultation on our housing 
strategy, identified six clear priorities with our housing partners, which we anticipate will help to balance the Spelthorne housing market in the future:  

(a) Increasing the supply of affordable housing 
(b) Tackling Homelessness 
(c) Ensuring that key-workers can access housing 
(d) Ensuring that those who need supported housing can access it 
(e) Improve the quality and suitability of the housing stock 
(f) Meeting the needs of black and minority ethnic people 

 
The above analysis of the Spelthorne housing market is founded on a comprehensive and up to date research base (see appendix 1).  Details of our 
priorities are shown in section 1.3 of the diagnostic. 
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In summary our research base informs us that, while the Spelthorne owner occupied housing market delivers high levels of satisfaction for the great 
majority of our residents, there is a severe shortage of affordable housing across the region for the non-occupier.  This is compounded by the fact 
that the Regional Housing Strategy states that in 63 of the 67 local authority areas in the South East, the price of a terraced house is more than 4 times 
average earnings, and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation research (2003) shows that Spelthorne is in the top 20 least affordable districts in the South East of 
England.  The consequent impact on homelessness, and other groups such as people on low to medium incomes, remains our principal focus of attention.  
This is because if people cannot afford to buy houses in our borough there is an impact on the economic viability of the area.   
 

1.2 
How well does 
the Council 
develop and 
evolve its 
strategies and 
plans? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Council has a well-developed open management approach to involving consumers and stakeholders in the process of strategy development.  This 
includes: 

• The Local Strategic Partnership.  This was formed in 2001 and is chaired by the Leader of the Council.  Bringing together the private, public and 
voluntary sectors, the LSP continues to play an important part in the development of housing strategy through regular consultation of housing 
issues.  The Spelthorne Community Plan, which has been an important source for the direction of housing strategy, was developed through a 
residents’ panel, local focus groups and commissioned surveys. 

 
• Our third Best Value Performance Plan (2002/03) which provides a longer term planning horizon, reflecting changes in Government requirements  
        through our performance indicators.  The performance plan confirms our contribution to the community plan. 
 
• The Council’s Housing Strategy was formulated through an extensive consultation process.  This includes a stakeholder conference, issue based 

workshops to address wider issues of unmet need, and regular meetings with relevant agencies, plus written consultation. 
 
• In order to take into account both national and regional priorities, the Council has been developing its housing strategy in consultation with the  
        Government Office for the South East, to ensure our strategy is considered ‘fit for purpose’.  The consultation process has also included 199  

               partners and stakeholders with a 37% response rate. 
 
• The Council co-ordinates the Spelthorne Supported Housing Forum, which brings together RSLs, support providers and the County Council’s 

Supporting People Team.  This Forum gives interested organisations the opportunity to comment on and shape future policies and strategies. 
 
• The Council recognises that central government is an important stakeholder in the formulation and development of our housing strategy.  Where 

appropriate our strategy reflects the priorities in the South East Regional Housing Statement and the government’s recent ‘Communities Plan’. 
 
• We regularly consult the consumers of housing services through the tenants and residents associations recognised by our RSL partners.   

 
SUB BHM 
QUESTIONS 

COUNCIL STATEMENT 

1.3 
Does the 
Council have 
the right 
strategies and 
plans to help it 
balance the 
housing 
market? 

 
Our housing strategy has six priorities to help balance the housing market.  They are, in order of priority: 
 
(i)  Increasing the supply of affordable housing 
Spelthorne is the second most densely populated area of Surrey (20.13 people per hectare versus 6.37pph Surrey and 3.77pph England).  The higher 
density of population is due to smaller units within new housing developments.  The combination of being densely populated, economically successful and 
having housing shortages create a particularly short supply of affordable housing, both within the rented market and ownership markets.  Since 1997 the 
Council has targeted resources effectively producing 545 affordable housing units to date. However, the abolition of Social Housing Grant (2003) has 
introduced a major constraint on the Council’s financial ability to work with its partners to produce affordable housing.  The Council no longer has significant 
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resources to invest and it is inevitable that, for the foreseeable future, the principal means of achieving affordable housing will be through the planning 
system and effective partnership working with RSLs.  In recognition of these new circumstances a consultation draft alteration to the Local Plan has given 
new guidance on appropriate densities and set a target to achieve an additional 345 affordable units until 2006 (approx 115 units p.a.).  This is based upon 
all sites above 0.5 hectare or 15 units being required to provide an affordable housing contribution, with the target set at 50% on such sites.  
 
While there are relatively few empty homes in the borough, a renewed focus on empty homes can make a small but important contribution to housing need.  
We are working with other Surrey districts to agree a common strategy on empty homes.  A Spelthorne empty homes strategy has been developed, an 
empty homes officer post has been created’ and filled, and a target of 10 empty homes brought back into use by April 2004.  Additional resources have been 
dedicated to the implementation of the empty homes strategy, and £1 million is available for new initiatives to increase the supply of affordable homes in 
2003/04.  The overall availability of affordable housing links to our second priority to tackle homelessness. 
 
(ii)  Tackling homelessness  
Following the Best Value review (May 2003) and in the light of legislative changes, the Council revised its approach to homelessness. Following the review, 
the Council is even more determined that the use of bed and breakfast accommodation for families will be brought to an end as soon as possible, ideally by 
April 2004.  The Council’s homeless strategy has been produced and a number of new initiatives are now underway to assist with this aim.  In the short term, 
the positive changes in our approach to homeless applicants has led to a rise in acceptances and a consequent rise in the use of B&B, but we are confident 
that the innovative and determined action we are taking (i.e. supported temporary accommodation, increasing temporary accommodation supply and by 
providing mediation services) will soon achieve a significant reduction in B&B use.  The homelessness strategy is being supported with a budget increase of 
£0.4m in 2003/4 and remains a key priority for the Council. 
 
(iii)  Ensuring that Key workers can access housing 
 A Key Worker’s Forum has been established, comprising major public sector employers and the Council’s RSL partners.  The Forum has identified issues 
for key workers and an action plan has been produced to improve Key Worker access to affordable housing.  This Forum will be responsible for reviewing 
and updating the implementation of the Key Workers strategy.  The Council will need to ensure this strategy priority is focussed on real outcomes over the 
next period.  Furthermore, the Council has close working relationships with the police, education sector and PCT to help forge action on key worker access 
issues.  In partnership with Thames Valley Housing Association, the Council is participating in the Surrey Starter Home Initiative.  To date 28 applications 
have been completed or approved, of which 16 are key workers, with a further 17 key worker applications in process.  In addition, the Council has agreed to 
make 10 nominations a year to key workers.  A new member of staff has been recruited to work on the key worker strategy.  
 
(iv)  Ensuring that those who need supported housing can access it 
A Supported Housing Forum has been established.  This brings together RSLs, support providers, the Surrey County Council Supporting People Team and 
the Council, to discuss issues relating to the implementation of Supporting People and emerging supported housing needs.  For example, the Council held 
consultation meetings in summer of 2003 looking at the issues of teenage parents, domestic violence, people with multiple needs, frail elderly and learning 
disability.  These meetings were attended by a wide range of interested organisations and have assisted the Council to identify gaps in service provision.  
Action plans are now being produced to tackle these gaps.  A new member of staff has been recruited to work on these issues 
 
The Council has produced a fuel poverty strategy and has carried out a thermal imaging exercise in order to document the performance of the housing 
stock.  The Council provides advice on energy efficiency to residents and private landlords.  
 
(v)  Improve the quality and suitability of the housing stock 
The stock condition survey completed in 2001 identified that some 1.4% of the housing stock was unfit, and that some 6.7% was in serious disrepair. The 
Council has taken proactive and energetic action to tackle disrepair in the private sector stock, which mainly affects elderly owner occupiers. In a consortium 
with other authorities, the Home Improvement Trust and private lenders, the Council has established the ‘House-proud’ equity release scheme.  This 
scheme is supported with a budget of £50,000 to assist with set up costs.  We expect to assist 100 owners annually.  Furthermore, the Council has had a 
highly effective and successful Care and Repair scheme for some time.  The Council also manages Disabled Facilities Grants in close partnership with 
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Surrey County Council Social Services, the health service and Apex (RSL), who run the care and repair scheme.  This fund has been recently increased 
substantially to meet increased demand by our clients.  
 
(vi)  Meeting the needs of black and ethnic minority residents 
A relatively small proportion of Spelthorne’s population is drawn from minority ethnic communities (5.7%).  Our housing needs survey (2001) demonstrates 
that those communities are generally well housed and prosperous with no geographical concentrations.  Minority ethnic communities are also not over 
represented, statistically, on housing waiting lists.  Because of these facts there is the danger that the Council could lose sight of the specific and particular 
needs of its minority ethnic community which is why it is our sixth priority.  The Council aims to adopt the Commission for Racial Equality’s Code of Guidance 
for Rented Housing, and will establish an annual review to ensure that housing policies comply with race relations legislation and good practice.  This will 
help to ensure that the Council continues to meet the needs of black and ethnic minority residents in the future. 
 

 
2. What are the Council’s actions and what outcomes has it achieved in helping to balance housing markets? 
 
KEY BHM 
QUESTIONS 

COUNCIL STATEMENT 

2.1 
How well is the 
Council working 
corporately to 
help balance the 
housing market? 
 

 
The Council has restructured (June 2003) its officer teams to work more corporately, on housing issues in particular.  The Council’s two Strategic Directors 
now share the housing portfolio, one responsible for housing needs and one with responsibility for housing strategy.  This brings housing strategy and 
planning together on one side; and housing benefits, housing advice and allocations and homelessness together on the other.  We are confident that this 
will enable a more effective corporate focus on housing issues. A Strategic Housing Group has been formed which directors alternate chairing, reporting 
to the Council’s Management Team.  This group of key officers meets monthly and ensures progress on housing targets are monitored.  Members have also 
agreed additional funding for posts to help improve our housing outputs.  Our corporate approach has raised homelessness up the corporate agenda 
and we are focusing more strongly on the diversity issues to help individuals in need of affordable housing. 
 

2.2 
Is the Council 
pursuing the 
right actions and 
initiatives to help 
balance the 
housing market 
and are the 
outcomes for 
local residents 
and the housing 
market as a 
whole making 
the right kind of 
difference? 

The Council has a history of strong performance.  Our private sector housing performance has been consistently commended. In recent years we have 
out performed all other councils in Surrey in the development of affordable housing (45.7% compared to the Surrey average of 16.2%) and the performance 
of our housing benefit service has, historically, been well above average (top quartile up until the arson attack in June 2002).  Despite the arson attack on 
the Council offices, which affected our housing benefit performance standards (adopted in October 2002) the processing of claims is back within our targets, 
whilst our Best Value review (May 2002) and the inspection (May 2003) recorded a fair service, with promising prospects for improvement.  We also have a 
strong track record of working in partnership with a variety of other agencies.  For example, the Council supports the Apex (RSL) Care and Repair Agency 
(through an administration fee), which provides two members of staff to improve and adapt housing for residents.  We also work with Spelthorne Rentstart 
and the Surrey Community Development Trust to support homeless people, and with our RSL partners’ to endeavour to provide a higher level of support for 
homelessness people.  Furthermore, we were one of the first LSVT authorities, enabling a significant increase in investment in our social rented stock. 
 
We have shown year on year improvement in our Home Energy Conservation Act reports.  We recognise that the rate of progress has slowed and have, 
therefore, carried out thermal imaging of the Borough and commissioned study work on the introduction of Biomass community heat and power projects.  
These are likely to show significant improvements in next year’s report. We have a number of energy efficiency projects ongoing, which will have an impact 
on the energy efficiency quality of social housing, through our RSL partners.  We work closely with our partners ECSC, Age Concern and British Gas to 
promote and improve energy efficiency, particularly amongst our most vulnerable residents and those suffering fuel poverty.  
 
The Council set itself an ambitious improvement programme to deliver real outcomes for local residents, ie the Rentstart for Families scheme and the 
development of a private sector leasing scheme for homeless families.  The difference has been that up to 60 families will be housed in good quality 
accommodation from these initiatives.  We also work closely with Surrey County Council in helping to deliver the supporting people strategy, a strategy with 
an overall ODPM rating of ‘good’ and a content rating of ‘excellent’. 
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 How well does the Council monitor its progress and impact in helping to balance housing markets and how effectively does this feed into future strategies 

and plans? 
 
KEY BHM 
QUESTIONS 

COUNCIL STATEMENT 

3.1 
How well does 
the Council 
monitor its 
progress and 
assess the 
impact of its 
work to help 
balance the 
housing market 

 
The Council has an established performance management system which is being further developed.  The system is centred on the Best Value 
Performance Plan.  Senior managers and staff prepare annual service plans setting out where the service currently is, where it wants to be and the 
necessary actions to get there.  The plans include a comprehensive set of Performance indicators, which are monitored on a quarterly basis by the 
Council’s Management Team and Performance Review Committee.  Performance management is rooted in the organisation through the ‘Investors in 
People’ staff appraisal system.  Each member of staff has a set of targets derived from the service plan and individual performance is appraised against 
those targets annually, whilst each service area has detailed performance management targets (based on agreed standards), which are reported regularly. 
 
In relation to the future balance of housing supply and demand we produce an annual monitoring report, available internally and externally, which 
statistically compares the Structure Plan requirements with current provision.  Furthermore, the Local Plan gives explicit commitment to a formal review of 
the Plan if the Committee, as a result of its monitoring, is at risk of failing to meet Structure Plan housing requirements. 
 

3.2 
Has the Council 
learnt from what 
it is doing to 
help balance the 
housing market 
to develop and 
improve its 
future strategies 
and plans? 
 

 
Our IdeA Peer Challenge (July 2003) highlighted our good level of self-awareness and a demonstrated willingness to change and adapt in line with 
learning encountered.  It is important to acknowledge that the successful corporate system of performance management was, until recently, less strongly 
founded in the housing department.  This shortcoming has now been remedied with the restructuring of management responsibilities.  The performance 
management of the new homelessness strategy is a good example of this more robust approach.  Clear individual targets have been derived for 
homelessness, with progress monitored at fortnightly supervision meetings and through an officer working group.  The system is already showing benefits 
with training needs identified and homelessness targets being effectively monitored and progressed.  We have learnt that some real improvements in 
housing outputs take time to come to fruition and our Best Value Review action plan (May 2003) is helping us to focus on learning for future improvements. 
 
To ensure an effective corporate focus on housing strategy, a new Member Performance Management and Review scrutiny committee has been 
established, with task groups taking responsibility for reviewing progress on priorities.  The Strategic Housing Group monitors progress against the 
housing improvement plan and reports to the Member Committee.  
 
Through the monitoring of the Council’s housing policies it is able to assess whether needs are being met.  Recent monitoring of the size of dwellings 
required compared to actual provision showed the need to alter Policy H5 of the Plan to help secure more dwellings for individuals and smaller families.  
Similarly a need to update its affordable housing policy was also identified to reflect recent research on housing need.  Formal alterations of these policies 
are being progressed.   
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References: 
 

 
Housing Needs Survey was completed in 2001 by David Couttie Associates.  To be reviewed in 2005 (Priorities 1,2,3,4,5,6) 
Research on needs of Key Worker Research completed in 2001 and ongoing through key worker forum (Priority 3) 
Homelessness Review with Runnymede BC completed 2003 (Priorities 1,2) 
Surrey Supporting People Strategy 2003/4 (Priority 4) 
A Housing Capacity Study was completed in May 2003.  (Priorities 1,2) 
Empty Homes Research completed September 2001 (Priorities 1,2,3) 
Stock Condition Survey Completed November 2001(Priority 5) 
Landlord’s Forum provides up date information in respect of the private rented sector.  (Priorities 1,2,3,5)  
Best Value Review (May 2002) and inspection (May 2003). 
Surrey County Council Planning Statistics 1994 – 2001, published 2002/03 
Office of National Statistics - Census 2001 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation report, ‘Can work, can’t buy’ (Summer 2003) 
ODPM Supporting People Shadow Strategy Review (February 2003) 

 


