







































































































































































































































































APPENDIX I

It would be unfair to blame the Housing
Corporation for all the difficulties
encountered by Family First to develop its
housing work in accordance with its aims
and objectives. But any organisation is less
innovative, less managerially effective, and
more expensive to run once time and
energy are spent not on managing and
executing its practical work but on
conforming to over-regulation.

Brian Kingdom, Housing Manager at
Family First (1978-1991), told me (2005):
“Richard Best [now Lord Best] of the
National  Federation of Housing
Associations said it was time for small
specialist housing associations to batten
down the hatches. They could not compete
with the large associations, but should
manage their stock well and do what they
were good at for people. The housing and
personal services management team at
Family First felt we could have survived
that way.

“Family First was in a strong position
because of the housing stock of the early
years secured outright with [non-statutory]
grant funds and donations. But the new
Director and the Management Committee —
under pressure from the Housing
Corporation — went for development [of
housing]. As soon as more private finance
was available, Family First took on
mortgages it could not sustain.”

He added: “I followed Cliff Lewis as
Housing Manager. He wasn’t from a housing
background but I learned so much from him
in the way he dealt with people. He
understood them, never patronised and dealt
brilliantly with sometimes potentially quite
difficult situations. It’s the interaction with
people that is the most important thing and
I’ve never forgotten that perspective.” Brian
Kingdom is now Deputy Director and
Resource  Service Manager of the
Nottingham Hostels Liaison Group.

In its 1993 Annual Report, Family First
stated that it had an allocation from the
Housing Corporation to purchase 10 existing
‘satisfactory” houses from April 1993, and
made a submission for approval to the

Corporation on May 13th. This is only one of

many indications of accepting whatever the
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Housing Corporation offered without incisive
questioning of the value of the offer.

The Chairperson said in her report
(1995): “We have continued to develop the
housing stock, although it becomes more
competitive each year with the Housing
Corporation cutting back on public funding,
expecting us to find money from elsewhere and
provide housing with less capital. This means
a lowering of standards and higher rents. We
want to provide low cost housing for those in
the greatest need and at rents our tenants can
afford, but the goal posts get moved so often it
is quite a task.

‘At present, we are having to look at
‘existing satisfactories’ rather than new
build, i.e. houses that do not need a great
deal spending on them. For the first time, we
are doing a short-life scheme.”

The ‘existing satisfactories’ created much
of the pepper-potting referred to in the
Housing chapter. These properties may
have been habitable (i.e. ‘satisfactory’) from
day one, but they brought with them
disproportionate future maintenance and
upgrading costs. And the Corporation’s view
on standards soon changed dramatically.

For example, on the subject of Family
First’s quality of housing the Housing
Corporation (2000) reported: “There were no
adverse findings. The quality of housing is
generally of a good standard with all the
essential standards as well as some of the
recommended standards.”

Then the Corporation’s Decent Homes
Standards initiative became a new enforced
guideline. It changed the Corporation’s
perceptions of the quality of housing stock,
which it had found satisfactory to that point.
For an association that has a well-developed
maintenance programme for its housing
stock, these arbitrarily imposed decisions,
with implied threats for non-compliance, do
little to help to create a sustained climate of
co-operation between ‘partners’. Family
First’s 2002 Housing Corporation inspection
report stated: “Some 78% of the
association’s stock is over 20 years old.
Having purchased some of the units through
the Existing Satisfactory Programme these
would not currently meet the Housing
Corporation’s Development Standards.”

Nottingham’s Family First 1965-2005 1SBN 09550948 01



FAMILY FIRST

The current climate is difficult for Family
First Board members. For example, several
years ago when Family First was meeting all
Housing  Corporation  requirements
satisfactorily, a member of Family First’s
Board asked its Housing Corporation Lead
Regulator if the Corporation had any
adverse comments. He was told everything
was fine. Then Family First’s rating was
announced publicly (internet) on the traffic
light assessment as green for viability; green
for governance and being properly
managed, and amber for development. A
Housing Corporation officer told me that
this amber assessment was instigated “from
investment colleagues”. The Housing
Corporation, I then learned, had three
strands to its regulation of an association like
Family First: investment, lead regulation and
financial appraisal. I would have expected
the Corporation to answer a Family First
Board member’s question with one voice.

The Audit Commission now also looks at
housing associations on a rolling
programme. Family First offered to be one
of the pathfinder associations to be visited
by the Audit Commission in 2000 because
the Chief Executive (Ann Cartwright) felt it
had nothing to hide.

When Ann Cartwright first arrived
(1997), she said she was treated with
suspicion by the Housing Corporation
because she was not from a housing
background. Her predecessor had worked
for the Housing Corporation. She inherited
a backlog of largely Housing Corporation-
induced finance problems. For example,
prior to her arrival, the Housing
Corporation had sold on Family First’s loan
portfolio to a private company

Ann Cartwright said (2005): “The deal
effectively locked in those registered housing
associations who had not taken any steps to
adjust their loan portfolio. It appears that
Family First took no action around this issue
nor does it appear the issue was ever
discussed at a Board level . . . In the case of
Family First we were locked into 30 and 60-
year mortgages with fixed term interest rates
ranging from 15% to 7.5% . . . The breakage
cost to release them was prohibitive. We did,
however, manage to consolidate them a bit
and reduce the number of properties tied into
the loan. We also managed to lower the
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interest rates slightly but they are still very
high compared to today’s rate . . . I don’t
think the sector tried to resist the move nor
does it appear that they complained very
much or very loudly. It appears that the
National Housing Federation did very little
lobbying on the subject — a classic case of the
Housing Corporation saying Jump’ and the
sector saying ‘How high?’ in my view.”

To try to steer the organisation’s housing
finances on to a firmer footing, for example,
Family First did not fully take up a Housing
Corporation funding allocation in 2002 to
purchase eight four-bedroom houses.

Ann Cartwright told me (2003): “We gave
the allocation for three of the properties back
because, even with the Housing Corporation
grant, it was still going to take too long to
bring the properties into surplus. If we buy a
four-bedroom house, we would have to invest
£10,000 - £20,000 bringing it up to the
Decent Homes Standard, so it will cost
around £120,000+

“Because Government says housing
associations have to equalise their rents
down to local authority levels, it is going to
take 15-20 years to pay off the loan. Which
means, for all that time Family First
subsidises it out of the income stream. That’s
unsustainable.”

Such responsible action, however, is
interpreted as failing to meet development
targets with the consequence of receiving an
amber instead of a green light on the
regulatory traffic lights system as described
above. Then, Housing Corporation
managers say they do not place pressure on
a housing association!

When I met Housing Corporation
managers in 2004, there was some
likelihood that housing associations of
Family First’s size might be placed in a new
category for regulatory purposes (as are
those with under 250 housing units). That
might have allowed it more flexibility. This
did not happen.

It is clear that the Housing Act 2004 has
again changed the rules dramatically. For
instance, by giving power to the Housing
Corporation to give social housing grant to
non-registered as well as registered social
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landlords. Will the non-registered social
landlords (developers by any other name) be
treated to the same degree of regulation as
the registered ones? For anyone wishing to

ret an overview of the complexity of
g

legislation with regard to housing funding, a
good place to start is An Introductory Guide
to Housing Finance in England 2005
www.cipfa.org.uk/shop.

In Nottingham, there is a now a Regional
Housing Board [of the Government’s East
Midlands Regional Office]. The Housing
Corporation is one of a
participating bodies, as is Nottingham City
Council. Strategic decisions about local
housing priorities and investment are now
taken at this ‘top’ regional level.

In 2004, when I interviewed Ita Cooke,
Manager of Lead Regulators, and Lucie
George, Lead Regulator for Family First, at
the Housing Corporation offices in
Leicester, 1 tried to find out their view on
Family First’s role as a small specialist
housing association close to the grass roots.
I outlined how many previous Family First
tenants described their experience as
enabling them to rebuild their lives.

Ita Cooke believed that: “Family First are
better  placed than many [housing
associations] because they are close to the
local community.”

She also told me: “Local authorities are
keen to have 100% mnominations on new
developments, whereas we are keen to ensure
that associations maintain sustainable
communities and that indicates some degree
of flexibility about who they are nominating
into which properties. That’s a real clash.”
Currently, Family First takes 50% Local
Authority nominations.

On the question of whether a small
association is  allowed to  survive
independently, Lucie George said: “We don’t
push associations into development.” Ita
Cooke agreed: “It’s nothing we would
actually push.”

But she added: “In terms of their own
development, if they [housing associations]
are thinking of expanding, given the
changing way that we are looking to invest in
organisations, they are unlikely to receive
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number of

investment through us without entering into
some sort of partnership arrangement [e.g.
merging with a larger housing association].
So that’s something Family First needs to give
some thought to if it wants to expand its
housing operation.

“We have got a lot of activity at the moment
particularly with the changing investment
arrangements. Associations are looking at
different forms of partnerships and strategic
alliances and I think there are going to be
some interesting structures coming out of that.
We will remain neutral about those from a
regulatory point of view . . . But I would say
that it is very time-consuming for associations
to explore those routes and I think, if there is a
fear, it is a fear that associations take their eye

off the ball.”

In other words, the demands of
bureaucracy inhibit real practical work?

Despite assurances of non-intervention, the
Housing Corporation has increasingly
placed pressure on housing associations to
amalgamate. Family First is now not a
preferred partner. It can expect no serious
attention from the Housing Corporation in
terms of moving its housing work forward.
In the past decade, Family First has twice
looked into the question of possibly merging
with another local housing association. The
Board decided against doing so. The issue of
creating a strategic alliance is now active
again (see Summary).

Non-housing activities

As mentioned earlier in the book, from
Family First’s start housing was not its only
core activity. How does the Housing
Corporation view this diversity?

When Family First was required to register
with the Housing Corporation after the
Housing Act 1974, it was assured that its non-
housing activities would be unaffected. As
Director at that time, I was told that the
Corporation believed Family First’s non-
housing activities were of positive benefit and
should be regarded as one model way in
which housing associations might support
tenants and  others  within  their
neighbourhoods. Examples of non-housing
activities were The Croft Family Centre
including a 30-place day nursery; practical
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educational work on housing in two local
comprehensive schools; school holiday
playschemes; recreational and educational
activities for people with mental health issues,
and its Furniture and Clothing Service.

At the time of registration, the legal
requirements of the Housing Act 1974 stated
that a registered housing association should
(1) not trade for profit and (2) be established
for the purpose of, or have among its
objectives or powers those of, providing,
constructing, improving or managing either
houses for letting or hostels.

There was, therefore, quite clearly no
suggestion that other activities were
unacceptable.

I was invited to the Corporation’s HQ in
London on several occasions to speak about
Family First as an organisation that offered a
practical vision of integrated living within the
social housing framework. The then Regional
Director for the Corporation’s Leicester office
was positive and helpful. At that time, Family
First’s non-housing activities represented
over half of its total work.

In 1975, its Management Committee
reaffirmed that Family First would remain
small, local and bold as it reaffirmed its aims
and objectives. Its housing would be
developed only at a pace commensurate
with its other activities. It continued to find
innovative housing solutions not only within
its own housing stock. Major growth of social
housing units was clearly the role of local
authorities and the large housing
associations and not that of the small
specialist ones. Working close to the grass
roots was paramount.

In July 1983, Family First’s Director Angus
Walker was asked to address the National
Federation of Housing Associations’ Housing
Management Conference on the theme:
“Which way housing management?” This was
at a time when, he said: “Many feel the
Government is aiming to squeeze the housing
rented sector almost out of existence.” 'The
pressure was being placed on housing
associations to take on wider roles. Whilst he
felt wider community services should not be
mandatory or undertaken for reasons of
expediency, he outlined the work of Family
First which had always had a wide range of
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community services. They encompassed The
Croft Family Centre including family support
services; Crescent Community Centre; city-
wide Furniture Service; three shops, and the
Miscellany workshop, a drop-in activities
centre. Family First also ran a large training
services department. For anyone researching
housing associations and their wider role in
neighbourhoods, this speech would be worth
reading (National Federation of Housing
Associations’ archive).

I cite the above speech as one instance of
how Family First's range of community
based projects, which had evolved solely
from the needs of the local community, was
still being regarded as a successful model in
the mid-1980s, almost twenty years after
Family First was launched.

Soon after, however, the Housing
Corporation’s over-prescriptive regulations
made that self-help evolution of community
services much more difficult.

Today, the Housing Corporation’s
position bears no relation to those early
reassurances and commendation of the
value of Family First’s non-housing activities.
It now assumes the right to decide not only
what is appropriate for Family First’s
portfolio of housing but also the extent of its
non-housing activities in which the Housing
Corporation has no financial interest. In
2000, correspondence took place between
the Housing Corporation and Family First’s
Chief Executive Ann Cartwright about the
extent of Family First’s total work that the
Housing Corporation would accept as ‘non-
core’. Ann Cartwright was told in 2001 that
before a decision was reached, the Housing
Corporation was awaiting the current year’s
business plan and: “Could you also provide
us with further clarification of the specific
activities of the shops and Kidstuff activities
demonstrating their links to specific
regeneration initiatives in order for us to
form a final view.”

I have yet to understand the
Corporation’s rationale for regulating
matters in which it has no financial/
management interest, providing its own
financial input to Family First's housing is
well and discretely managed and secured.
Housing and non-housing activities are
financially separately accounted.
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There have been times when the Housing
Corporation seriously influenced non-
housing decisions in which the Housing
Corporation had no stake.

Angus Walker, Director of Family First
(1976-1988), says he regretted the
separation from Family First of its training
work, which became the separate Prospect
Training Ltd in 1988, mainly because the
Housing Corporation “regarded it as
being potentially ultra vires .
Organisationally, I think that it was the
wrong thing for Family First to have been
forced to do. The irony is that two years
later; I was asked to speak at the Housing
Corporation’s Housing Plus Conference,
extolling the virtues of a multi-disciplinary
community organisation”.

In my interview with Housing Corporation
managers, I asked about the current
relationship of the Corporation to Family
First’s non-housing activities. Ita Cooke said:
“I think there was a fundamental
misunderstanding several years ago when it
was perceived [that] we only looked at the
housing side and weren’t actually interested in
the government’s arrangements for the whole
organisation. I think that that was a major
misunderstanding. We have worked better
since we have got over that and have explained
our role more.”

Lucie George: “We [Housing
Corporation] used to provide Supported
Housing Management Grant. We now
provide revenue support for the housing
management element of supported housing
schemes and other bodies would provide the
care funding.”

Ita Cooke:  “Supporting  Peoplet
arrangements have a major impact on our
work, in terms of future viability of
organisations. A lot of organisations saw
their funding increase in the Supporting
People pot, and in the long term we felt that
that wasn’t a sustainable arrangement. We
felt  that perhaps Government had
underestimated what the likely financial

I Supporting People is a Government programme
started in 2003 and sponsored by the Office of the
Deputy Prime Minister. It aims ‘to bring housing-
related support to vulnerable clients’ and involves
local authorities as agents
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impact was, and now already we are seeing
Supporting People teams wanting to cut back
the amount of funding . . . We are keeping a
close eye on associations that have a high
reliance on Supporting People funding.”

These comments were interesting but did
not address my query about F: umlv First’s
non-housing activities. In answer to the
direct question: How far do you take other
Family First activities into your remit?” |
was told: “I suppose [Housing Corporation]
finance [section] would look at that more
closely” and: “They take an overview as to
the impact of those activities and the
viability of the organisation.”

Comment

There should be some way that a
Government- sp(msore(l body like the
Housing Corporation could respect small
efficient local housing-plus associations
that can be bold and flexible. Out of such
schemes, fresh practical thinking and
ideas emerge and are tested.

The Housing Corporation’s commissioned
guide ‘Foundations for the future: social,
economic and environmental priorities for
housing associations’ (2002) stated: “For
housing associations, sustainability is about
people choosing to live in housing
association property, and being able to
support their tenancies. Supporting
residents to improve social, economic and
physical environment in a way that matters
to them helps to keep neighbourhoods
desirable.”

These and similar objectives, with which
Family First would agree, are stated by the
Housing Corporation from time to time.
Yet its regulatory processes have
undoubtedly  systematically thwarted
Family First's potential to sustain these
objectives.

It is not the fault of particular individual
regulators but of an ever-expanding
bureaucracy which, at the highest level,
has a vested interest in its own survival
and proliferation within the context of
having to enact the ever-changing ideas
of current politicians and their too-often
short-term agendas. The financial cost to
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society of over-regulation is horrendous.
The long-term social cost is
immeasurable.

Toward the end of my research for this
book (autumn 2005), Family First was
seeking a partner housing association.
After years of numerous changes
(including  rent  capping,  rent
convergence and Decent Homes
Standard targets) imposed upon the
social housing sector, it stated: “The
recent move to restrict social housing
development to a small number of
preferred partners has prompted Family
First to seek a partner to facilitate its
stock-holding growth aspirations.

“The latest imposed change, the
Government’s new ‘efficiency agenda’,
means that Family First is also now
required to demonstrate year-on-year
efficiency savings. This is likely to prove to
be increasingly difficult for a small
organisation like Family First.”

It is fitting to end by quoting a letter
(1999) that the Chief Executive, Ann
Cartwright, wrote to the Regulations
Division of the Housing Corporation
concerning the Housing Corporation’s
consultation  Document  ‘Regulating
Diversity’.

“Family First was established with the
specific belief that some of the most
disadvantaged sections of society needed
more than a simple roof over their heads:
they needed a more holistic range of
support and services. To this end and from
its inception in 1965, we have set out to
provide such a holistic and integrated
range of services.

“Over the years, we have been successful
in securing funding for our non-housing
activities from a variety of sources such as
local authorities, health authorities, gifts
and donations, direct sales and fees.
Whilst remaining a key part of Family
First and its identity locally, they operate
already as separate cost centres and
always have as far as I can tell.
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“Our non-housing activities are already
heavily monitored and regulated through
grant aid agreements and service level
agreements by publicly accountable
bodies such as Nottingham City Council;
Nottinghamshire County Council and the
Health Authority. For this reason alone, I
fail to see why these activities need
further regulation via the Housing
Corporation.

“I do not feel the Housing Corporation
will have the necessary level of knowledge
and understanding to make a judgement
of the business case for providing child
care services, or parenting skills or
mental health services designed to meet
the needs of people at a very local level.
Especially when the Housing
Corporation is not being asked to make
any financial contribution to these
services.

“Before embarking on any new project, we
always make sure that it is financially
viable and sustainable. Before the bodies
like the Local Authority and/or Health
Authority agree to fund any new project
they have already examined the business
case including the financial viability of
the project in great detail. In addition they
make sure that there is an exit strategy in
place in the event that their funding
should cease. So why do we need a further
examination by the Housing Corporation?
Surely this is a waste of public money and
an unnecessary duplication of time and
effort and resources.

“I appreciate some of the concerns and
reasons behind this consultation paper.
However, I feel that the approach to
regulation as described in the paper does
not recognise and respect the regulatory
role of other accountable bodies. I also
feel that the creative and innovative
talents of organisations like Family First
will be severely stifled and restricted and
that in the end the only people who will
suffer are those most in need: the very
people social housing is seeking to
target.”
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