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Necessity, they say, is the mother of invention. 

From our earliest days on this planet, humans have faced adversity. And we have used our ingenuity to overcome it.

To light the darkness, we harnessed fire. To feed ourselves, we developed agriculture. To protect us from the elements, we learnt to build the shelters that became our homes.

I’m delighted to be here at this “festival of ideas”, to talk about these homes of ours, and how our human ingenuity - our ability to innovate and overcome- remains as crucial as it ever has been.
Having worked myself for many years in local government, I know that no one has had to be more adaptable than councils.
I’m not going to pretend that today’s problems are much like those of our ancestors. Instead of an ice age, we are dealing with an age of austerity- (although it has felt pretty icy to those of us in local government). Rather than considering ourselves lucky to make it to our fortieth birthday, we are in the fortunate position of living longer and healthier lives than ever before.  

But our basic human needs have not changed. A safe and secure place to live is still one of the most fundamental requirements that all of us expect. We, in this room, play a small part in ensuring such a need is met for some of the most vulnerable people in the country and I’m sure none of us underestimate how the current economic and demographic changes are making it ever harder to achieve.  We are going to have to be as ingenious as ever in order to achieve our goal.

[Innovate]

Since 2010 – as you will all be aware - 40 pence in every pound of core funding for local councils has been cut. This has been a false economy when you consider that every pound taken away can have a knock on effect to create cost somewhere else. When data from Public Health England tells us, for example, that every £1 invested in specialist alcohol treatment, saves £5 on health, welfare and crime costs.

This month’s confirmation of the local government finance settlement underlined that the funding situation is not going to be reversed any time soon. In response to this unprecedented financial situation, councils have already saved millions of pounds in efficiencies. How? They innovated.

They changed the way they do things, thought up radically different ways of working so that they save money while, so far, largely protecting the quality of the public services we all rely on. This is a huge achievement, of which they should be enormously proud.
But you can only outsource once. You can only merge back office functions once. You can only sell your excess buildings once. 

With little further scope for efficiencies, many councils are now facing near-impossible choices. We know through our financial modelling that in some places, services are soon likely to fail. 60% of councils are considering stopping next year something that they are doing at the moment for their residents.

Adult social care services alone are already facing an imminent £1.1 billion funding gap, a shortfall that will rise to £4.3 billion by the end of this decade. This is why we are pressing central government to ensure social care services are sustainable and protected- so that councils can continue to support our most vulnerable residents, without putting further pressure on the NHS, or threatening our parks, or leisure centres, or homelessness services, or children centres, or planning services or roads or libraries or bins or…or…or…. 

Because at the same time as having less money- does this sound familiar?- there is more and more that needs to be done. 

We all know that our population is getting older, and we know the scale of the change is dramatic – since the beginning of recorded history, young children have always outnumbered their elders. But not for much longer. By the end of the decade, we expect that there will be more people over sixty-five in this country than those under five for the first time ever. This will present a whole new set of challenges. And again, I’m confident that our local representatives will find creative ways to respond.

We have been exploring both the challenges and opportunities of our ageing society, and what this means for local government, with a [Task and Finish] Group looking at a wide range of themes - health and wellbeing, employment, culture and leisure - and of course, housing. 
This Group has identified a pressing need for councils to take a proactive approach, to keep innovating to find new ways to support older people to live healthier, fulfilling lives. When we know that people over eighty-five spend 90% of their time indoors, when we know that poor housing contributes to falls, chronic health conditions and even early death, then  it’s clear that one of the most important things to think about is where people live.

One of the [Task and Finish] Group’s recommendations is the need for councils to work with local and national partners – including housing associations and house builders – to give the same priority to the promotion of housing to older people, as is normally given to younger people, and families. Up to 10% of older people would consider moving if they had a choice of attractive homes in the right location, something that would suit them, and also free up much need family homes for the good of the wider community too. 
Evidence suggests that over a third of older people are interested in the idea of specialist, or retirement housing options, but that there is not enough of this type of housing even to meet current, let alone future, demand. 

The good news is that many councils are already working hard to come up with new ways to meet this need. For example, the housing service at Ashford Borough Council, in Kent, is overhauling their existing sheltered housing, so that they meet the aspirations of older people in the future. They are working with Kent County Council and others to develop two new extra care schemes.  And they are helping housing associations to develop additional options in rural areas, using the exception sites policy which allows councils to approve building on land that would otherwise be restricted, such as Green Belt, so long as it provides affordable housing to meet local needs.
In North Tyneside, Private Finance Initiative funding has allowed the council to embark on a transformative refurbishment and building programme of its entire sheltered housing stock, in order to create new, fully accessible housing, adjustable to the changing requirements of tenants. By working with all the groups and agencies who have an interest- social care specialists, housing groups and health teams, they can offer homes that allow older people to remain healthy, safe and independent where they want to be- good for them, and with the added bonus of being good value for money too.

While specialist housing plays a key role, it is important to remember the overwhelming majority of older people live in mainstream housing, and would prefer to continue doing so. Which is why we need to keep looking at what works best to help them do just that.

In Leicestershire, the County Council has set up an integrated home improvement agency which gives practical help to people where they live. Often simple, often cheap changes– hand rails, room adaptions, handyman services to fix the lights, or loft lagging to save on heating bills - these can allow people to remain independent in their own homes. Again, better for them- and better by far than having to deal with the consequences of a broken hip, or someone having to move into more specialist housing. 

[Collaborate and Integrate] 

Whatever type of housing we talk about, a common theme emerges in all of these examples. Innovation does not happen in isolation. There has never been a more important time for different groups and organisations to pool their knowledge and expertise, to work together to find the answers that people need. 

That is why organisations such as the Housing Learning and Improvement Network are so important- providing forums like today’s to help specialists meet, and learn and take advantage of each other’s knowledge. 

I also firmly believe that looking at issues separately is the wrong approach. A penny saved here is a pound wasted over there- if a library shuts and the local bus route is abandoned, what will happen to the people who rely on that bus and whose happiness, and health, depends on meeting their friends in town? And people frankly don’t care much about the bureaucracy of who delivers the service – the only silos they’ve heard of are on farms-  they just see things in terms of whether it works for them.
This is one of the crucial roles that councils can play- local government representatives are in a unique position of understanding both the local needs of a population and the potential of the different organisations and agencies available, who are able to rally together to meet those needs. 

They understand what type of housing is needed and can lead the process of planning for places that work for whole communities- rather than thinking of the needs of older people in isolation. They can promote a place where all different generations can be part of the same community, with all the benefits that brings for young and old alike. 

It is because we understand the central importance of this collaborative, integrated approach to housing, health and social care, that we set up another Group, which is also concluding its work at the moment. It noted that the Care Act places a significant focus on the key role of housing in enabling health and wellbeing. Councils can spearhead the process of thinking in the round and work with everyone with an interest to use housing as one part of a joined-up approach to strengthening communities. 

And even in this tough economic climate there is some excellent work underway- such as the approach in Cheshire West and Chester where the local authority is teaming up with health specialists, local housing associations and Age UK to tackle social isolation.
We recognised the importance of such a joint approach by signing up to a ‘Health and Housing Memorandum of Understanding’, with key Government departments, relevant agencies, and the Housing LIN, of course. The Memorandum details areas for working together and an action plan that will ensure we work ever better together to make the most of our resources and our skills to use housing to improve health and wellbeing.
 [Local]
So, we need to be creative. We need to continue to work together. And, ultimately, I am convinced that we need to allow those people who best understand the local situation, to take the decisions which affect the lives of local residents.

As Scotland gets more powers, we are stepping up our campaign to ensure that decision making across the UK is as far as possible moved to where it should be- nearer to the people who are affected by those decisions. 

Councils are already demonstrating what they can achieve- given the chance they can develop imaginative ways for people to be more directly involved in planning the sort of homes they would like to live in– be that through encouraging self-build schemes, or working with them in planning and design of developments.

But perhaps this local self-determination is nowhere more important than in matters of money. The biggest barrier faced by those trying to build new homes is access to finance- which is why we have long argued for reforms which would allow local authorities to play their full part in investing in new and existing homes. Our ‘100 days’ campaign sets out how we believe councils could build up to half a million new homes over the life of the next parliament, if the right conditions are in place. Conditions like a greater ability to pool surplus public land and reforming the right to buy scheme so councils can replace homes that are sold.

We also continue to press for the removal of the Housing Revenue Account borrowing cap for councils who own their own stock. It is true that some areas do have borrowing capacity, but it is not always in the right place. The cap bears no relation to housing pressures and limits the ability of councils to put in place long term investment plans for new homes.
In the meantime, councils continue to explore new ways of financing housing schemes, whatever age group they are designed for, be it financial guarantees, mortgage schemes or using their own land and reserves to bring forward new homes.
Like the supported housing scheme developed between Derbyshire County Council, South Derbyshire District Council and Trident Housing Association which was built on the site of a former care home. It is now an important hub for the community, including a healthcare centre.

We at the LGA are also championing additional help for local authorities, in the form of the new Municipal Bonds Agency. This will be an independent company owned by local government with the sole aim of reducing financing costs for councils through arranging lending at competitive interest rates. I hope that the Agency will be ready to issue its first bonds in March or April, and I would be delighted if its first issue means more houses where they are needed.
When polls show that local government is twice as trusted as central government, and seven out of ten people are satisfied with the way their council is running things, it makes no sense to keep the decision making and funding powers locked up in Whitehall. By moving power from central to local, and from local to individual, we will not only save money, but we might have a fighting chance of reinvigorating people’s trust in politics and in the democratic process itself. No small prize, I think you’ll agree.

[Conclusion]
We have come a long way from the days when sabre toothed tigers were our biggest cause for concern. But in many ways things have not changed all that much.

With the general election only seventy-nine days away, this is a crucial moment for public services. An opportunity to define a generation. As a steward for our communities both now and for years to come, local government has to continue to draw on those human characteristics that have served us well in the past. We must continue to be ingenious. We must continue to draw together all the people and groups who understand how to make a difference. We must do all we can to allow the people who know what they want and need, to have a voice in bringing their aspirations to reality.

And if we in this room do these things, together we can be proud to say that the people who live in this country- whatever their age, regardless of the help they need - can be happy and comfortable, can be safe, in a place that truly feels like home.

Thank you very much.

Page 2 of 13

