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3.0. WOMEN

3.1. Overall impressions of the Strategy

All representatives of women’s organisations concur that the Strategy does
not address gender-specific housing needs. They argue that this is a
fundamental and overarching flaw.

“R1: Gender isn’t an issue in this. Gender is not there, basically.
The issues affecting women in terms of access, safety and
security, economics, there is nothing there, and that’s at the sort of
higher level, that’s even before you get down to the Supported
Housing level, where you’re talking about domestic violence
issues, trafficking issues. Women are half the population and there
is nothing specific within there.
R2: It’s not actually mentioned.
R1: I can’t see how you can have a London Housing Strategy that
does not mention women, does not explicitly address the needs of
women.”

Respondents also claim that the needs of women are so diverse that general
statements about “female housing need in London” would inevitably fail to
capture the specific issues of the many sub-groups that make the female
London population.

“I think it is very difficult to generalise because the needs of single
working women or lone parents or women with families are very
different to that which we work within Supported Housing. They
might have mental-health issues and issues linked to domestic
violence and trafficking, substance misuse, which need maybe
one-bed or shared accommodation with support. Again, if you’re
going to move them out of the Thames Gateway, very isolated,
transport, huge risks around security and safety in travelling and
all that sort of stuff, so it’s very difficult to generalise about what
women need because it’s so different across the board, really.”

They want much greater attention to detail, both to meet the specific needs of
sub-sections of the female population and to be able to assess the impact of
each objective on women in London. Indeed, as in the other focus groups,
representatives of women’s organisations feel that it is extremely difficult to
assess the impact of the Strategy as a whole, or of components of it, given
the lack of detailed information on resources allocated to each objective. In
the absence of such information, people claim that they unable to make an
informed judgement. Similarly, respondents feel that unless the mechanisms
to deliver of the objectives of the Strategy are explicated more fully, they are
not able to see how the objectives can be achieved.
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“I would just share what other people said about the Strategy
itself, that the objectives in themselves are fine but numbers,
please! As everyone else has said, the devil is in the detail.”

As in the other groups, women’s representatives want the Strategy to reflect
much better the “trade-offs” or the “opportunity costs” inherent in the
allocation of resources to a particular objective or section of the London
population. This is discussed here in relation to key worker housing, but the
argument pertains to all aspects of the Strategy.

“[It needs to reflect] the balance of where the resources go, it may
well have a knock-on effect, a detrimental effect on other
vulnerable groups of people, more vulnerable groups. It’s a difficult
issue. And I don’t think this tackles the conflicting pressures on, of
course London needs key workers but it also needs housing
provision for those who aren’t, and it’s how you balance those
tensions.”

Another overarching issue for representatives of women in London is the
relation of the Strategy in relation to other governance levels and documents,
and the extent to which the Strategy could realistically be expected to be
delivered on the ground.

“When it comes down to the delivery, I have real reservations
about whether individual local authorities would deliver the good
intentions on the ground, because they will do the most pragmatic
thing that they need to do.”

“We are not very clear about exactly where the Strategy sits in
relation to other documents like the London Plan and others.”

3.2. Objective 1: Increasing new supply

neutral + high + low - high - low ~ high ~ low
20% 40% 20% -- -- 20% --

In principle, respondents identify that increasing new supply could have a
positive impact for women in the capital, but also they think that a range of
issues may militate against this, such as the location of the new supply in
London. Respondents feel that the Strategy focuses much more on the
physical infrastructure than on the social infrastructure around housing.

“Location is a big issue, especially for single women. The whole
emphasis on the Thames Gateway, if you’re talking about women,
many of whom are low-paid key workers, they would have to travel
great distances to work and, being quite low paid, that would be a
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real issue. Also, women would lose the support networks that
they’ve built up if they had to move to the areas where all the new
supply is located in order to be housed.”

“There needs to be much more emphasis, because it was very
slight in all the draft Strategy, on the infrastructure being in place.
You’ve got to do it, and it’s not so much just the physical
infrastructure, the sort of social infrastructure. A woman, she
doesn’t only need affordable housing, but she would need a
transfer of networks there, she would need crèches, schools,
doctor’s surgery. It’s the whole thing. Otherwise they won’t move.”

These issues are particularly pressing for lone parents, older women, women
with caring responsibilities, women from BME backgrounds and refugees, as
well as women who have supported housing needs. For many, being forced
to move to the high-growth area would mean losing their informal and formal
networks (nurseries and schools, GPs, parents, children, community life,
ethnic shops, faith groups, and so on), something that would restrict the take-
up of the new supply.

There is also some concern that the increasing focus in central government
policy on getting people back into work could mean that women who are not
intending to work would not form a priority group. Women who are full-time
carers for their children (or other family members) and older women are most
dependent on good social infrastructures in their immediate locality.

“Those people are absolutely dependent on their immediate
locality. If you’re living by yourself at home, you need things in the
immediate area. It is a gender issue about having local facilities
rather than the assumption that you will be able to access those
things at or around your place of work, because lower employment
rates and caring duties still fall largely on women.”

Against this background, respondents strongly argue that planners need to
heed the lessons from the past and seek to increase the new supply in
existing neighbourhoods. They want the new supply to be more evenly
distributed across the whole of London than is planned in the draft Strategy.
Building homes in the absence of a community infrastructure runs the risk of
repeating the mistakes of the 1960s and 1970s – buildings that are now being
pulled down.

“Ann Power’s work is also saying that we should be looking at
existing communities, existing small towns, and using those as the
focus of new development. That’s not specifically about London,
but if you were offering somebody the opportunity to go to an
established urban centre that already had the infrastructure we’re
talking about, that might be a real option to somebody. Moving to
a brand new housing estate with no infrastructure in Barking isn’t.”
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3.3. Objective 2: Delivering more affordable housing

neutral + high + low - high - low ~ high ~ low
-- 40% 40% -- -- 20% --

While participants are supportive of increasing affordable housing and believe
that, in principle, this objective should have a disproportionate positive impact
upon women in London, they also voice some concerns over the definition of
“affordability” and the mechanisms used to allocate the new affordable
housing. The question of what is affordable to whom is thought to be
especially pertinent to women since their income profile in London means that
many are not able to access housing, even if considered ‘affordable’ by other
measures.

“One of the major issues in London is affordability. That obviously
links in with the child poverty and pensioner poverty, but even if
women are earning a reasonable amount, they still cannot get
access to decent housing. The GLA has done some excellent
work on women in London’s economy. Their statistics show that a
quarter of women working full-time in London, full-time, earn less
than £13,000. They won’t be able to afford affordable housing. So
when you’re talking about increasing the supply of homes, rented,
buying, or social housing, affordability is a major issue.”

“It isn’t necessarily affordable. It’s aimed to be, but because
women are economically disadvantaged, they cannot even access
these initiatives. Obviously some of them do, but if you look at the
average, it isn’t.”

Respondents also express some concerns over the definition of “key
workers”, since the term appears to be mobilised in relation to specific
programmes and, as a result, becomes defined by funders such as ODPM.
Respondents identify that women are disproportionately represented amongst
key workers and that the allocation of housing to key workers will probably
have a disproportionate positive impact for women. However, they want
greater clarity over the definition of “key workers”.

“If you don’t include things like care workers or hospital cleaners, again you’ve
got occupations in which women are disproportionately represented.”

“So, for example, the associations that have built key-worker
housing in Slough are going to Camden to try and get their
teachers, because the definition’s so narrow. I think because it’s a
lot cheaper than central London. So shared ownership in
Westminster, you probably need to be earning 35,000. A teacher
doesn’t, do they? So I doubt very much you’ll get key workers
earning that.”
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Like representatives of older people, women in the group express some
concern about the focus, in the Strategy (as well as in other central
government policies), on the economically active. Such a focus could have a
negative impact on women.

“My suspicion is there are more economically-inactive women who
are likely to remain so for very good reasons. And therefore if
housing investment is linked to economic activity, women will lose
out proportionately, and if this Strategy is just rolled out and rolled
out and rolled out, that will be the incremental effect of it.”

3.4. Objective 3: Increasing the supply of Supported Housing

neutral + high + low - high - low ~ high ~ low
-- 20% 60% -- -- 20% --

Increasing the supply of Supported Housing is seen as having a positive
impact on women, but respondents feel that the Strategy needs to do much
more to provide evidence of needs and to tailor the supply accordingly, as
well as to promote better access to existing services amongst women.
Otherwise, the objective could have a negative impact on some groups of
women.

Respondents also believe that the targets will fall well short of meeting the
needs of women. They are dissatisfied with the resources currently allocated
towards Supported Housing in London and feel the 5% target needs to be
much more ambitious.

“I would hope that it would be at least 20%, being realistic about
what needs to be done to at least begin to deal with the silting-up
issues that occur now and the fact that we’re not actually housing
the people who need it and they are on the streets or they are in
shared accommodation, which puts extra pressure in terms of they
are having then accessing more mental-health services, where
actually, it’s a knock-on effect. Not dealing with the housing issues
and the Supported Housing issues of women at the early stage,
means that they’re impacting on so many other different services
which are costing a fortune in the long run.”

According to respondents, the groups who experience the most acute housing
needs, and for which Supported Housing needs to be provided, are older
women (in terms of pensioner poverty issues), BME and refugee women, ex-
offenders, younger women with children (particularly lone parents), women
with mental health needs and substance misuse issues, and trafficked
women.
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“There are all sorts of other groups of vulnerable women. You
mentioned trafficked women, there are refugee women, there are
women who are coming out of prison, particularly those with
children. These groups don’t figure largely in the statistics in
volume, but in need, their needs are acute. I would not want to
lose sight, in this Strategy, of the needs of the most vulnerable but
minority groups who will have specific housing issues. I think we’re
in danger of losing that in the broad-brush approach.”

Respondents argue that, currently, local authorities prioritise the provision of
gender-specific refuges and other accommodation. They want the Strategy to
take the lead on these issues and to help direct more resources to Supported
Housing for women.

“There’s a general problem, which is that gender-specific
accommodation is not valued, except by the people who access it.
And so it’s very difficult within a field that is under so much threat
to make the case for gender-specific accommodation. It’s just not
seen as being a very high priority, and the Strategy could do much
more in that respect. The Strategy needs to spell things out, that
there will be that much Supported Housing for each specific group
of women, based on the [qualitative and quantitative] evidence
available.”

The respondents themselves, however, are unwilling to set targets for the
Strategy in the absence of good data.

“R1: You need to go to your housing registers in each borough, to
look at the gender breakdown of those common housing registers,
and then set targets on that basis.
R2: But that only deals with women for whom the local authorities
take statutory responsibility.”

“It’s really very difficult to say. Without having the needs evidence,
you can’t really come up with any targets.”

Respondents feel particularly strongly about the silting up of existing
Supported Housing and the very limited “move on” accommodation for current
tenants. They do want targets for the new supply to address this problem.

“R1: It’s been a major issue for ten years for us. It’s only slowly
been silting up and silting up to the point where actually it’s so
restricted now that it’s very difficult. There was a survey that
showed that something like 60% or people in hostels shouldn’t be
there, were actually ready to move on. It’s a really high number.
And that’s a real problem because it means that we’re actually not
meeting the needs of other women.”
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“R1: Every borough should have - I’m thinking particularly of
Supported Housing now - some form of Supported Housing
service which is for vulnerable women.
“R2: Actually, I think it’s quite useful to think about the sub-
regional level for Supported Housing, particularly with the minority
needs that perhaps can’t be fully addressed by one borough but
that can be done on a slightly larger grouping.”

Respondents argue for the need for a wide spectrum of accommodation, but
also for more floating support to meet the needs of those who do move on.
They believe a relatively small number of units would suffice to enable them
to plan better since providers only tend to house those in most acute need.
They also argue that the lack of general needs accommodation means that
providers who could deliver Supported Housing are having to take on tenants
from the housing register, thereby wasting precious resources.

“Mainstream providers like us doing self-contained
accommodation are so tied up with local authority nomination
systems that we are restricted. And really it just ends up being a
completely unfair tussle between two needs groups, which is
people who could benefit from being in self-contained
accommodation possibly with some floated support. Instead, who
we’re housing is somebody off the register, nominated by a local
authority.”

3.5. Objective 4: Ensuring new housing is of high quality

neutral + high + low - high - low ~ high ~ low
20% 60% 20% -- -- -- --

Again, respondents are very supportive of this objective, but they feet that the
definition of ‘high quality’ needs to take account of the perspective of women.

“One thing that is important for women is a cost and use of living
in a house, and fuel efficiency. My worry about this push for
volume building is that, if we go back to the ‘60s, rubbish property
was built that took a lot of money to keep up to decent standards.
So this is important. If it’s done properly, it will have a positive
impact, but you can’t get it on the cheap.”

Respondents argue that houses that have high maintenance costs would
have a disproportionately negative impact on women, especially older
women, lone parents, BME and refugee women, and others on low-income.
Consideration has to be given not only to the cost of purchasing or renting a
property, but also to the cost of living in a house, including fuel consumption
and transport. Moreover, it is felt that good quality design needs to
incorporate the diverse needs of different women.
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“We want our housing built by somebody that understands where
were need to have our cupboards if our hips are going and where
to locate the bins so that they are easy to take out. That is a very
strong message coming out from women for designers and
architects.”

3.6. Objective 5: Reducing the number of empty homes

neutral + high + low - high - low ~ high ~ low
60% 20% 20% -- -- -- --

Respondents are generally happy with this objective. They believe it will
probably have a positive but small impact on women, but want more
information on the mechanisms by which this will be achieved. The objective
did not generate any specific discussion in the group.

3.7. Objective 6: Meeting the Decent Homes Standard across all
tenures

neutral + high + low - high - low ~ high ~ low
20% 60% 20% -- -- -- --

Respondents are supportive of this objective but think it is particularly
unambitious given that housing associations and local authorities already
have to meet the Decent Home Standard. For the public sector as least, they
expect the Strategy to set more stretching targets. However, women’s
representatives also recognise that meeting even this basic standard would
present some difficulty in the private sector. They raise questions over the
implementation of this objective amongst people who cannot afford
maintenance and repairs to their home.

“There will be a lot of home-owners who are elderly, single women
who cannot possibly afford, who have very, very low incomes.
This is where talking to Care and Repair is really useful. But again
it comes back to, all these things could be addressed if limitless
resources were thrown at you. We need to know more from the
Strategy to be able to judge.”
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3.8. Objective 7: Improving the physical environment of local
neighbourhoods

neutral + high + low - high - low ~ high ~ low
-- 60% 40% -- -- -- --

Respondents argue that Objective 7 is of critical importance to women. In all
surveys of housing and urban planning, they say, issues of security and
safety in public spaces rank very high amongst women’s concerns. But they
want the Strategy to take a very broad, encompassing view of safety and
securing in neighbourhoods.

“Security is not about locks, and it is not about CCTV. Those have
their place, but it is about an approach to town centres, a lot of this
is outside the remit of housing specifically, but it’s about making
town centre designs safe, it’s about women feeling physically and
emotionally safe in their accommodation. It’s about whether they
can manoeuvre safely, whether they can find the key to get in the
lock easily, whether they can walk on well-lit streets. The reason
I’m making the point is because the many of the strategies used to
increase women’s safety amount to locking them up in their own
home.”

Participants believe that it is possible to “design out” fear by making the
physical and social environments of neighbourhood better. They want much
more detail in the Strategy in relation to this objective because, they argue,
people’s feeling of safety and security in their immediate neighbourhood is
fundamentally related to many other important issues (health, self-efficacy,
employment, civic participation, etc). Respondents want clearer links in the
Strategy to issues of planning, transport and environmental health and safety.

“Environment, transport strategies. If you’ve actually got done the
needs analysis and the relevant people have sat round the table
and said: ‘Right, what do we need out of this’. It only really has to
be done once to get a picture for now. Obviously it needs to be
done successively as things change. So many people could
benefit, so many strategies could benefit from actually doing that
analysis.”

3.9. Objective 8: Preventing homelessness and reducing repeat
homelessness

neutral + high + low - high - low ~ high ~ low
20% 40% 40% -- -- -- --

Respondents argue that a London-wide housing strategy will have a
particularly positive impact on the prevention of homelessness and the
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reduction of repeat homelessness, largely because homeless people tend to
move beyond the boundaries of individual boroughs.

“There needs to be a London approach because homeless people
are transient, and the same with women who have experienced
violence. They don’t want to stay in the same area, whether it be
domestic violence, sexual abuse or trafficking. They want to move
to a different area, so you can’t just have this borough-centred
approach cos it’s failing a lot of people.”

“That’s a major problem with refuges and other projects we’re
providing for women escaping domestic violence, because they
tend to be borough-specific, and any move-on you get tends to be
dependent on an individual local authority accepting a local
connection.”

Having a pan-London housing strategy would help prevent the silting up of
emergency provision. Women would not get ‘shunted’ around London as they
may do currently, with the implications this has for the entire household.
Women’s representatives also believe that more work has to be done to
address the problem of “hidden homelessness” amongst women.

“…you don’t tend to get that many street women homeless. They
tend to stay with friends. It’s over-crowding issues cos they’re
sleeping on floors, or they’re not in the places where they go and
do the counts, because of safety and security, they’re actually
hidden away in other places. So there’s a whole hidden homeless.
Also women tend to take a different approach to homelessness.
They don’t follow the same pattern as men and young people.”

3.10. Objective 9: Meeting diverse needs

neutral + high + low - high - low ~ high ~ low
20% 40% 40% -- -- -- --

As in other groups, respondents feel that the Strategy really needs to engage
with the huge diversity of housing-related needs that exist in London. As in
other groups too, respondents feel both unable to determine the impact of the
draft Strategy towards meeting the diverse needs of women because of the
lack of details in the document, and unable to suggest specific targets
because of the lack of rigorous evidence of needs.

“That’s great. That is the approach that should be taken
throughout all the Strategy really.”

“R1: My experience is there’s almost no gender analysis of
housing need at all. I’m not a researcher, and maybe it’s in places
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where I wouldn’t find it. There is a dearth of gender-specific
statistics, and it would have been very helpful if we’d got them.
R2: In most of the Supporting People strategies for the different
boroughs that are now out for consultation, women aren’t even
there in most of them.”

Respondents therefore want the Strategy to commit to identifying gender-
specific housing research and statistics to establish need. They also hope the
Strategy will provide some incentive for local authorities to gather and analyse
housing-related data in terms of gender.

Women’s representatives do not identify specific information needs linked to
gender per se. They do, however, identify many sub-categories (homeless
women, women with literacy problems, disabled women, older women,
women from BME backgrounds, etc) as having particular information needs
that are currently not met and that are not addressed in the Strategy either.

3.11. Objective 10: Creating mixed and sustainable communities

neutral + high + low - high - low ~ high ~ low
-- 60% 40% -- -- -- --

Respondents are uncertain about the extent to which “mixed and sustainable
communities” include a sufficient focus on gender (and age).

“I would be very interested to know whether in the new
communities that are being planned, there is any assumption that
there would be provision of that kind [sheltered housing for the
elderly, refuges for women], because that will not then be a mixed
community. Apart from family provision and key-worker provision,
these new communities do not really seem to be aiming to be
mixed, in my view.”

Despite these general concerns, Objective 10 does not generate as much
criticisms amongst representatives of women’s organisations as it does in
most other groups.

3.12. Future scenario

Respondents argue that if the Strategy remains unchanged and does not
address the needs of women more directly and forcefully, the situation will
slowly deteriorate for women.

“If nothing changes [to the Strategy], then women could be forced
to remain in the worst accommodation, silting-up is going to
increase, more women are going to be homeless, more women


