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Introduction 
 
It is nine years since the government launched the Decent 
Homes programme, requiring local authorities and housing 
associations to bring all social housing in England up to 
standard by the end of 2010. 
 
For some councils, this meant transferring stock to a housing 
association to draw on private borrowing. Others set up arm’s-
length management organisations (ALMOs) to qualify for 
government funds, while more than 100 local authorities, along 
with traditional housing associations, found money from their 
own resources. 
 
Since 2001, the proportion of social housing failing the Decent 
Homes standard has dropped steadily. By last April, 14.5% of 
homes were below standard, or non-decent, compared with 
39% when the programme started. 
 
But it has been clear for some time that the December 2010 
deadline for all social housing meeting the standard would be 
missed. In 2006, the government forecast about 5% would 
remain non-decent beyond 2010 and, at the end of 2009, this 
estimate rose to 8%. 
 
While housing associations are required to complete annual 
returns for the Tenant Services Authority (TSA) showing the 
progress they are making towards the standard, monitoring of 
councils has been far less stringent. 
 
According to the National Audit Office (NAO) report The Decent 
Homes Programme,1 the lack of detailed information held by 
Communities and Local Government (CLG) and other agencies 
makes it difficult to assess whether the programme has 
achieved value for money. 
 
At the same time as calling on the government to ensure the 
programme is completed over the next few years, the NAO 
claims that inadequate monitoring has partly undermined the 
work carried out by landlords. This is an oversight that contains 
important lessons for other government programmes that 
depend on delivery at local level. 
 

"The lack of 
detailed 
information held 
by CLG and 
other agencies 
makes it difficult 
to assess 
whether the 
programme has 
achieved value 
for money"
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Key points 
 

 About 1.1m homes have been brought up to standard 
since 2001, reducing the proportion of non-decent 
homes from 39% to 14.5% 

 
 Local authorities have spent an estimated £22 billion on 

major repairs, including Decent Homes work, since 2001 
 

 The proportion of non-decent homes owned by housing 
associations has fallen from 21% to 8% – in most cases 
at no direct cost to the taxpayer 

 
 About 305,000 properties will remain non-decent at the 

end of 2010, with work due to continue until 2018/19 
 

 The government estimates suggest that the total cost of 
the Decent Homes programme by 2010/11 will exceed 
£37 billion 

 
 The government should have monitored the rate at which 

council housing was being improved better, along with 
the sums spent by local authorities, to help establish 
whether the programme has achieved value for money 

 
 Risks remain to the future of the programme, partly due 

to the expected squeeze on government spending 
following the recession. 
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What is a decent home?  
 

To meet the Decent Homes standard, a property must: 
 

 Be free of category 1 hazards under the Housing Health 
and Safety Rating System (HHSRS) 

 
 Have reasonably modern facilities and services, 

including a kitchen that is not more than 20 years old and 
a bathroom not more than 30 years old 

 
 Be in a reasonable state of repair 

 
 Provide reasonable thermal comfort. 

 
These are minimum requirements following changes to the 
definition of a decent home made in 2002 and 2006. Many 
landlords, in particular housing associations with extra money at 
their disposal, aim for a higher ‘Decent Homes Plus’ standard, 
or similar. 
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Progress to date 
 
Local authorities were given three options to raise money for 
Decent Homes work. They could transfer their stock to a 
housing association (following a ballot of tenants), set up an 
arm’s-length management organisation that qualifies for 
government funds (after achieving two or more inspection stars) 
or raise money through the private finance initiative (PFI).  
 
The NAO report shows that, by December 2008, 170 English 
authorities had transferred their stock to a housing association, 
with a further six planning to do so the following year. This 
included councils that transferred stock in the late 1980s and 
1990s, prior to the Decent Homes programme. 
 
Sixty-six councils had set up an ALMO (including 15 that had 
also transferred some properties to a housing association), 
while a further 112 expected to meet the Decent Homes 
deadline while continuing to manage their homes directly. 
Fourteen planned to use the PFI to improve some housing 
while relying on other options for their remaining stock. 
 
In 2001, an estimated 1.6m social homes were non-decent – 
1.2m owned by councils and 400,000 managed by housing 
associations. By April 2009, the total failing the standard had 
dropped to 579,000. Of these, 182,000 were managed by 
housing associations, including many that were transferred from 
local authorities during the previous eight years. 
 
Figures provided to Inside Housing by CLG in November 2009 
show councils that retained their stock reduced their number of 
non-decent homes from 342,000 (37%) to 160,000 (20%) 
between 2004 and 2008: 
 
http://www.insidehousing.co.uk/story.aspx?storycode=6507510 
 
In 2002, the government set itself a further target for vulnerable 
households (those in receipt of income-related or disability 
benefits) in private housing. It pledged to raise the proportion 
living in private accommodation that meets the Decent Homes 
standard to 70% by 2010 and 75% by 2020. 
 
By 2006, the figure had risen to 68% (compared with 57% in 
2001). But the introduction of the HHSRS in place of the less 
comprehensive Housing Fitness standard made the target 
harder to achieve. The original aim was subsequently replaced 
by a strategic objective of increasing the number of vulnerable 
households in Decent Homes, but without any numerical 
targets. 

"In 2001, an 
estimated 1.6m 
social homes 
were non-decent 
- by April 2009, 
this had dropped 
to 579,000"  

http://www.insidehousing.co.uk/story.aspx?storycode=6507510
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Why is the programme behind schedule? 
 
The government accepts that its December 2010 target will be 
missed, with about 305,000 homes (8% of social housing) still 
likely to fail the standard at the end of this year. 
 
According to the NAO, the target was not met because it has 
taken longer than expected for councils to bring their homes up 
to standard. In some cases, this was due to disagreements over 
whether to transfer stock to a housing association or create an 
ALMO. 
 
Some ALMOs initially struggled to achieve two inspection stars 
and draw government funds, with one-third failing their first 
inspections. At the same time, the government appeared to be 
caught out when councils bid for £1.8 billion in the sixth and 
final round of ALMOs, compared to an expected £1.3 billion. 
 
According to the National Federation of ALMOs, just 14 had 
completed their Decent Homes programme by the end of 2009. 
A further ten have brought 90% or more of their stock up to 
standard:  
 
http://www.almos.org.uk/news_docs.php?subtypeid=21 
 
ALMOs in round three onwards have known since 2006 that 
their work would continue beyond 2010. In July 2009, CLG 
raised further doubts over the length of time needed when it 
diverted £150m that ALMOs were expecting to receive in 
2010/11 to house building projects. 

"The government 
accepts that its 
December 2010 
target will be 
missed"  

http://www.almos.org.uk/news_docs.php?subtypeid=21
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How much has it cost so far? 
 
In 1997, four years prior to the introduction of the Decent 
Homes standard, the government estimated that local 
authorities alone faced a backlog of repairs worth £19 billion. 
But it was clear that landlords would spend well in excess of 
this sum, especially as traditional housing associations would 
also need to carry out work. In addition, no estimate was 
included for improving homes that became non-decent during 
the course of the ten-year programme. 
 
According to the NAO report, CLG ‘can only estimate’ the total 
cost of government assistance to councils because it does not 
keep precise records of how money that is allocated through 
the Regional Housing Pot, or Major Repairs Allowance, is 
spent. One indicator shows that, by November 2009, local 
authorities had received £22 billion to improve 1.4m homes, but 
not all of this was for Decent Homes work. 
 
By 2008/9, the government had spent £4.41 billion on the 
ALMO programme. If planned spending of £1.68 billion from 
2009-11 is included, this means that ALMOs will eventually 
receive more than £6 billion. Councils taking part in the private 
finance initiative, meanwhile, are expected to receive £2.36 
billion for Decent Homes work by 2010/11. 
 
Most spending by housing associations, including those set up 
following large-scale voluntary transfers (LSVTs), is covered by 
private borrowing or surpluses. A study by Professor Hal 
Pawson of Heriot-Watt University, published in 2009 by the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation, found that LSVTs had raised £19 
billion from private lenders but cost the taxpayer a further £5 
billion in gap funding and the redemption of overhanging debt:  
 
http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/impacts-housing-stock-
transfers-urban-britain 
 
According to CLG, the total cost to the social housing sector of 
the Decent Homes programme by 2010/11 will be in excess of 
£37 billion. 

"The total cost to 
the social 
housing sector 
of the Decent 
Homes 
programme by 
2010/11 will be in 
excess of £37 
billion" 

http://www.jrf.org.uk/publications/impacts-housing-stock-transfers-urban-britain
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Does it represent value for money? 
 
As the government did not attempt to predict how local 
authorities would opt to raise money for Decent Homes work, 
the NAO says it is virtually impossible to set a figure for the 
overall financial assistance required. 
 
According to the report: “The lack of a clear estimate at the 
outset of the programme, together with the lack of reliable 
information on actual total costs, means that the department 
has not been able to periodically compare actual total costs to 
estimates to establish reasons for any variances.” 
 
The NAO acknowledges that the government controlled money 
allocated to ALMOs and housing associations, and encouraged 
the use of procurement consortia to reduce costs. But it failed to 
review final outturn costs to assess whether estimates made 
when releasing funds were accurate. 
 
Weaknesses in the data collected by CLG means the 
government cannot state for certain whether overall costs were 
reasonable or represent value for money, concludes the NAO. 
 
There are also concerns, especially among local authorities that 
retained their stock or set up ALMOs, that landlords will struggle 
to afford to maintain homes that have been brought up to the 
Decent Homes standard. “Unless a plan is put in place to 
appropriately fund housing repairs, there remains a risk that a 
backlog will again build up, reducing the value for money of 
what has been achieved so far,” says the report. 

"There are 
concerns that 
landlord will 
struggle to 
maintain homes 
that have been 
brought up to the 
Decent Homes 
standard"  
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Conclusion 
 
It would be wrong, and extremely unfair to local authorities and 
housing associations, to describe the Decent Homes 
programme as a failure. While this year’s deadline for bringing 
all social housing up to standard will be missed, the sector has 
seen significant investment that helped to tackle years of 
neglect, especially of council housing. 
 
Yet throughout the programme’s nine-year history, CLG and its 
predecessor departments do not seem to have had a full grasp 
of what was going on. Poor monitoring of work carried out by 
landlords locally, along with a lack of proper financial analysis, 
means that nobody can be exactly sure how many homes have 
been improved and at what cost. 
 
In December 2009, housing minister John Healey announced a 
full-scale assessment of the Decent Homes programme. He 
also criticised some councils for allowing the number of non-
decent homes to increase while they were meant to be 
improving their stock. 
 
Latest estimates suggest the number of non-decent homes will 
drop to 124,000 by 2014, with work on remaining properties 
likely to be completed in 2018/19. But given the precarious 
state of the public finances, along with doubts concerning the 
prospects of newer ALMOs, even this cannot be guaranteed. 
 
Ultimately, the successful conclusion of the Decent Homes 
programme is likely to depend on forthcoming changes to the 
housing finance system for local authorities. It is essential that a 
reformed system gives them extra resources to invest in homes 
failing the standard now, and the many properties likely to 
require attention in the future. 

"The sector has 
seen significant 
investment that 
helped tackle 
years of neglect"  
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