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The Housing Benefit Poverty Hearing

While Poverty Hearings entail a few individuals sharing their lived experiences in their own
words, ultimately they are about a community and a nation collectively discussing its poverty-
related problems; interrogating its national values and principles as well as commitments and
policies, live on camera and full public view. (...) Poverty Hearings are not an event nor are they
an end in themselves. They are part of a process of social accountability...

(Warren John Nyamugasira, managing director of African Monitor)

In Bristol, thousands of people could soon become homeless or unable to afford food and other
essentials as a consequence of the Housing Benefit cuts – indeed this is already beginning to happen.
This is why local advice agencies and Quakers came together to form a non-political group, Bristol
Poverty Action, in order to organise a Housing Benefit Poverty Hearing. The aim was to raise
awareness of the human costs of the Housing Benefit cuts and to search for practical ways of
improving the situation by providing an opportunity for benefit claimants to speak out about their
experiences and encouraging people with power and influence or different experiences to listen.

This event was mostly funded by local Quakers, as it falls within the Quaker tradition of raising issues
of social justice and “speaking truth to power”. The Gibbs Trust also provided a generous donation.
Bristol Poverty Action is very grateful for this financial support.

The Housing Benefit Poverty Hearing took place on the 18th May 2012 at the Bristol Council House.
Despite being a Friday evening, it was attended by over 100 people including representatives from
housing associations, voluntary organisations and charitable trusts, academics, local councillors,
council officers, landlords, the media, the public and Kerry McCarthy MP. It was facilitated by June
Burrough, who in 2010 was a National Ambassador for the European year for Combating Poverty and
Social Exclusion. She emphasised that the Hearing was not about bashing government policies but was
the beginning of a process of searching for solutions and working collaboratively to meet what will be
a huge challenge for the city of Bristol.

The programme

The Poverty Hearing started with personal statements by claimants on how their lives had been
affected by the Housing Benefit cuts. A council officer then presented statistical evidence with regard
to the Housing Benefit cuts in Bristol. Each participant was also given the following handouts: a table
showing the average price of a three bedroom house in Bristol according to tenure, and a map
compiled by the Chartered Institute of Housing showing how many homes will “become off limits” to
Housing Benefit claimants (800,000 homes in England, Wales and Scotland, of which 7,500 are in
Bristol). After listening to the ‘evidence’, the audience was asked to consider what can be done to help
people in urgent housing need. Initially they discussed this at round tables (each with a maximum of
10 people) and then there was an open question and answer session.
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The evidence

The Housing Benefit claimants:

The following claimants contributed personal statements:

 Janet - a young woman who recently obtained a part-time job after four years of acute mental
health problems. She attributes her recovery to moving into a one bedroom flat, where she
has peace and quiet. However, soon she will have to move because from June her Housing
Benefit will only cover the cost of a room in a shared house. She previously found living in
shared accommodation very stressful and fears that this could undermine her health, her
ability to work and her independence.

 Gabrielle - an artist in her sixties who battles with depressive illness and has lived in a
privately rented cottage for 22 years. Her health fluctuates and she never knows when she is
going to wake up and not recognise where she is. She is afraid to ask for essential repairs,
because she knows that inevitably that would be followed by a rent increase and already
Housing Benefit does not cover her full rent. In other words, she would have to move and not
at her own chosen speed.

 Elizabeth - a woman with chronic fatigue syndrome who moved to Wales because she was
concerned about the welfare of her 96 year old mother. When she decided to return to
Bristol, she spent months searching for a one bedroom flat. None of the estate agents would
consider her because she is on Housing Benefit. Eventually she joined two younger people and
together they paid three months’ rent in advance, one month’s deposit and agency fees
(almost £4,000) to secure a six month assured shorthold tenancy. Although she only has a
small room, she has a shortfall of about £37 per month on her Housing Benefit. She is “deeply
uncomfortable” about this arrangement, because they do not get on well together and the
other two tenants have become a couple.

 Ty - a single man who was afraid that his Housing Benefit was going to be cut, when he was
working part-time. Fortunately he managed to obtain a second job and by working 60 hours a
week he can now afford the rent on his private tenancy and is “free of benefits”. However, he
is working with people who are long-term unemployed or trying to move from supported
housing to independence, and they are “desperately frightened of the cuts” which will affect
them “in a very harsh, harsh way”.

 Clara - a single parent with a three year old son, who took an overdose after her landlord gave
her notice to leave. She said she felt “so inadequate as a mum”, because she couldn’t afford
to feed her child and pay the rent when her Housing Benefit was cut by £50 per week. After a
few days in hospital she returned home and obtained a social fund loan to pay the rent, but
she is now struggling financially even more than before. She does not expect to be rehoused,
because she is on Band 5 on the Housing Register and does not have a computer to bid for
accommodation.



A report on The Housing Benefit Poverty Hearing held at Bristol Council House on 18th May 2012 3

The statistical evidence

Statistics on the Housing Benefit cuts were presented by Matthew Kendall, a Senior Policy Officer at
Bristol City Council. These cuts specifically affect benefit claimants living in private rented housing, and
in Bristol the estimated annual reduction due to these changes comes to almost £11 million. Housing
Benefit restrictions are not new, because for years the Local Housing Allowance (LHA), on which
Housing Benefit is based, has only covered the bottom 50% of private rents in any area. However,
Housing Benefit is now being further reduced and the most significant changes are as follows:

 LHA now only covers the bottom 30% of private rents in any area. This will affect 6,929
households in Bristol and on average they will face a shortfall of £27.84 per week.

 LHA is restricted to the 4-bed rate for larger families. Although this currently affects only 26
families in Bristol, they will each lose on average £148.61 per week.

 Single claimants under age 35 will only receive enough Housing Benefit to cover the cost of a
room in a shared house. (Previously this restriction was limited to single people under age 25).
In Bristol, this will affect 878 claimants living in one bedroom flats who will lose on average
£41.60 per week.

 LHA rates for the financial year 2012/13 will be frozen at the current level. This will affect
11,438 claimants but the average weekly restriction is not known.

 From April 2012, LHA will be annually uprated by the lower of the Consumer Price Index (CPI)
or the 30th percentile rate. Historically the CPI has been below the rental market rate of
inflation, so the link between actual rents and Housing Benefit payments is likely to become
weaker and weaker.

There has been an assumption that Housing Benefit claimants will be able to negotiate a rent
reduction with their landlord or move to cheaper accommodation. However, the handout for this
presentation1 states that “surveyed landlords in the main are unwilling to take any cut, and those that
are, a small cut” and there is a “shortage of shared accommodation and large houses”. This handout
also includes maps which clearly show that most of the claimants affected by these cuts are already
living in Easton, Ashley, Lawrence Hill and Bedminster - some of the most deprived areas of Bristol.
The long-term outlook is even more bleak, as research2 indicates that by 2020 only the bottom 15% of
private rents in Bristol will be available to Housing Benefit claimants.

Although 37.5% of the claimants affected by these cuts are households with children, it is not clear
how many will require and will be entitled to help under the homelessness legislation or whether it
will be possible to re-house them in Bristol.

The two other handouts given to participants are reproduced on the next two pages.

1 This handout was given to all participants and is available on www.bristolpovertyaction.wordpress.com
2 Fenton, A. (2011) Housing Benefit Cuts in Bristol: Quality of Life Scrutiny Commission Enquiry Day, 28 Nov 2011,
London, London School of Economics.

http://www.bristolpovertyaction.wordpress.com
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Handout 1: Chartered Institute of Housing - The effect of Housing Benefit cuts:
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Handout 2: The effects of tenure on housing costs:

The average price per week of a three bedroom house in Bristol3:

Council housing Registered social
landlord

Home ownership Private renting

£81 per week £92 per week £205 per week

assumes:

- average house price
£214,000

- 25% deposit of
£53,500

- repayment mortgage
at
4% on £160,500

£210 per week

+ deposit of £908
(equivalent to
one month’s rent)

+ 1 – 3 months’ rent
in advance: from
£908 to £2,724

Home owners paying a larger
deposit may be able to obtain
a mortgage at a lower interest
rate.

Under the new rules
Housing Benefit will not
pay more than £167 for
three bedroom
accommodation in
Bristol.

One of the key difficulties in our current housing crisis, as demonstrated by the above table, is the high
cost of private rented accommodation when compared to home ownership, which is beyond the
resources of those most in housing need. This is compounded by the acute shortage of social housing,
and means that people on low incomes often have to pay the highest housing costs.

3 All figures rounded to nearest £. Sourced from BCC local housing statistics, mortgage websites, and LHA rates.
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Responses to the evidence

The audience were invited to discuss the evidence that had been presented and to record their ideas
and solutions. Each round table was provided with pens and coloured paper with specific headings to
encourage them to record their suggestions with regard to different aspects of the housing crisis.
Their written comments mostly took the form of brief notes. As the number of people sitting at each
table varied, it is impossible to say how many people supported particular views. Also, the written
notes were not always clear and could sometimes be interpreted in different ways. Written
comments sent in by organisations have been included in this summary, where they are relevant to
the specific heading. There are also some statistics to put the comments in context.

Empty Property

[At the end of May 2012 the total number of properties empty for more than six months in Bristol was
1,725, of which 1,446 were privately owned and 279 were social housing. By offering advice and
assistance to property owners and, when necessary, using Empty Dwelling Management Orders or
Compulsory Purchase Orders, Bristol City Council has been increasing the number of empty properties
brought back into use – 508 properties in 2011/12 and a total of 1,653 empty properties in the last four
years].

At the Poverty Hearing there was considerable frustration with owners who leave properties empty
and allow them to fall into disrepair. This was seen as wasting a valuable resource, when there is an
urgent need for rented accommodation. This view is perhaps best summarised by the comment: “Take
them over, fix them up, rent them out.”

There was a general demand for council tax/rates to be paid and increased on empty properties.
However, there were also suggestions that renovation grants should be offered in return for
properties being leased to social housing providers or the city council, and one group wanted
“contracts with private agencies to incentivise owners of empty properties”. Another group proposed
“basic repairs to enable people to move in and complete improvements themselves”. They wanted not
only empty houses but also commercial properties, churches and flats above shops to be used. The
urgency of the current housing crisis led others to demand more drastic measures: they wanted to
“requisition BCC empty properties”; “criminalise destruction of empty properties”; “name and shame
owners of long-term empty property”; “change local tax rules to release empty properties”; put a
“local tax on empty rooms in private houses”, and to make greater use of CPOs (compulsory purchase
orders).

Creating sufficient housing

[Successive governments have failed to build sufficient social housing and, as a result, there is now an
acute shortage of housing for people on low incomes. There were 13,644 applicants on the Bristol
Housing Register on 27th June 2012. Registered social landlords completed 292 new homes in Bristol in
2011/12 and are expected to build 241 in 2012/134. Apart from developing a Prefab Replacement
programme with Bovis, Bristol City council has built 16 new homes in 2011/12 and plans to start

4 Figures provided by Bristol City Council on 2.7.12.
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another 12 this year. Meanwhile buy-to-let mortgages have enabled the private rented sector to boom
with an average of nine people chasing every private tenancy. In 2001 the private rented sector made
up 10.6% of the housing stock in Bristol, but now there are 40,670 private rented homes in the city
(21% of the housing stock), which is more than the rented accommodation provided by the local
authority and registered social landlords put together].5

At the Poverty Hearing there were calls for more social housing to be built and included in plans for
infrastructure development. There were suggestions of “voluntary investment in bonds so councils can
build”, the use of “vulture funds” and “CDOs” (collateralized debt obligations), and a reference to
Manchester City Council’s use of pension funds for this purpose. While one group wanted “to protect
the resources we have (good low rent homes)”, another proposed a “cap on social housing for people
who are deemed to be too rich, including people’s liabilities” and other participants envisaged
“churches developing housing in partnership with housing associations”. There was also a suggestion
that the new mayor should be persuaded “to promote housing delivery”, as s/he might be able to
secure government funding.

However, participants also recognised that traditional forms of housing are no longer capable of
meeting the needs of large sections of the population, and that “new housing models” and different
approaches are required. As the average house price is now more than ten times the average wage in
Bristol6 and lenders typically require a 25% deposit, most young people have been priced out of the
property market. This stark reality may explain the considerable support expressed at the Poverty
Hearing for self-build housing schemes and, in particular, the models of sustainable housing included
in the planning proposal for ‘BS3 Campus’. Other suggestions included building “pre-fab type home
kits”; converting “decommissioned Supporting People properties” to shared accommodation; setting
up “one-bed accom in old offices”; establishing a “rent a room scheme”; “institutionalised squatting”,
and creating “urban campsites”.

More fundamentally, there were demands to use the council’s land holdings, to “utilise brown field
sites” and to release land to housing co-ops. One participant suggested building “more houses
between Bristol and Bath”, and another wanted to “build on parks” but the rest of his/her group
disagreed. Attention was also drawn to the recent IPPR report by Matt Griffith7 on the need to reform
the building sector to prevent developers from hoarding land and “playing the land market and the
planning system” rather than focussing on building homes.

With regard to the private rented sector, rents were perceived as being too high and tenancies too
short and insecure. There were numerous demands to introduce “fair rents”, “legislate to reduce
rents” and “bring back rent tribunals”. There were also calls for “security of tenure”, “longer private
leasing terms to allow for more stability and security” and enforcement of “the decent homes
standards on private landlords”. It was suggested that the council should “contract with landlords with
a view to adjusting rents” or that there should be Council Tax incentives for private landlords “if rent is
low/reasonable”. Others proposed “a review of current private housing stock” to determine whether

5 BCC Quality of Life Scrutiny Commission (2012) Inquiry into Housing and Welfare Reforms, p5.
6 BCC Quality of Life Scrutiny Commission (2012) Inquiry into Housing and Welfare Reforms, p6.
7 Griffith, M. (28.12.11) We must fix it: Delivering reform of the building sector to meet the UK’s housing and
economic challenges, London, Institute for Public Policy Research.
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there are too many one-bed flats and studios which, with grant aid, could be converted into larger
units. As single claimants under age 35 now only receive enough Housing Benefit for a room in a house
in multiple occupation (HMOs), some participants wanted to “incentivise private landlords who can
work this market to the advantage of those who need it”. However, an organisation working to re-
house single homeless people in shared housing complained in a written response that “in many
areas local authorities appear to be making it more difficult, not less, to provide shared
accommodation at LHA rates (for example through Article 4 directions8 or mandatory HMO licensing
schemes).”

Homelessness

[In 2011/12 Bristol City Council enabled 2,970 households in urgent housing need to resolve their
situation without making a formal homelessness application. In addition to this, the council accepted a
statutory duty to find accommodation for 299 homeless households but made negative decisions on 50
further cases, of whom 13 were found intentionally homeless. Some applicants lost contact with the
council before their application was resolved, but there is no reliable way of monitoring such cases.
There are also estimated to be at least 1,100 people with no legal basis to occupy any accommodation,
who can be considered at immediate risk of homelessness.9 The official estimate of 8 people sleeping
rough in Bristol is widely considered to be an underestimate].

As homelessness is the ultimate form of exclusion, it can have devastating effects on individuals,
families and local communities. Participants at the Poverty Hearing were clear that tenants who lose
their home because of the Housing Benefit cuts are not “intentionally homeless” and should not be
denied assistance. They suggested “centres where homeless people could go for support, internet
access, information, help with applications, mutual support groups, etc, with crèche for children”.
Other proposals included “better education for public awareness about homelessness to help remove
the stigma” and help to “ensure that homeless people retain their vote”. Participants also suggested
practical measures to help homeless people such as making information about discretionary housing
payments “more explicit”; changing the “rules about ‘threat of homelessness’ so that [an applicant’s]
housing band can be reassessed before the last minute”; being “clear about how people can reduce
overpayment [of] benefits”, and making “active referrals from homelessness to independent advice
agencies”.

It was recognised that in order to meet their statutory duties to homeless applicants, Bristol City
Council would have to “work with the private sector”. Participants suggested paying Housing Benefit
direct to landlords as an incentive “to house people via BCC”; sanctions or moves to recover Housing
Benefit which had not been paid to landlords, and “contracting out to private agencies/services to
incentivise landlords to join [deposit] bond schemes”. The managers of two projects working to re-
house homeless people expressed concern about the likely consequences of ending direct payments
of Housing Benefit, and one did so in a written response:

“One of the major threats to our business model is the prospect of landlords (and ourselves as
their agent) no longer being able to receive direct payments of housing benefit, as has been

8 An Article 4 direction requires planning permission for houses being converted into small HMOs.
9 Executive Member Briefing, BCC Strategy and Commissioning Team, 2011.
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proposed as part of the forthcoming introduction of universal credit. We fear that this will
result in a mass exodus from the LHA market on the part of private landlords. We advocate
retention of the current rules permitting direct payments in a variety of situations, but at the
very least direct payments must be permitted to not-for-profit organisations such as ourselves
who are housing people in the greatest need.” (Mark Coates, Home Turf Lettings)

However, some participants also wanted “pressure on private landlords to review level of rents”, “no
eviction – as [in] Spain” and organisation of “groups to oppose evictions due to HB cuts”.

“Developing more hostel provision to prevent street homelessness” was another key demand. One
group wondered if Redwood House could be used for this purpose, as this large hostel is scheduled for
closure next April due to cuts in the Supporting People budget. Others thought that “supported
shelters” could provide a first step into housing, but there would need to be scope for self referrals,
help to move on, and access to computers. There was, however, a word of warning: “Don’t put all
hostels in one area – with people with [the] same problems.” Other suggestions included not closing
hostels; making use of empty properties, “rooms above shops” and “student accommodation in
summer”; converting “decommissioned Supporting People properties” into shared accommodation;
and “working with people who have empty rooms to provide short stay or ‘mutual help’
accommodation”. One group also wanted to encourage people to “leave a home in your will” for
social housing. Another group thought that cultural changes were needed to reduce homelessness –
they wanted more social acceptance of home-sharing i.e. “people living as part of a family” and more
support for family life to prevent a repeat cycle of homelessness with “fewer children coming from
broken homes”.

Advice and prevention

There are hardly any exemptions to the Housing Benefit cuts, and in 2012/13 only £530,155 is available
for discretionary housing payments to mitigate cuts of almost £11 million in Bristol. This means that
the scope for effective advocacy is limited. Nevertheless, participants recognised the vital importance
of providing “joined up advice and support to people at risk of homelessness”. They wanted advice
centres to be publicised10 so that people could obtain “early” assistance. More specifically, they
wanted “personalised 1:1 advice on housing”; “help with form filling”; “clearer, simpler info on HB
rules”; “explanatory HB letters that actually make sense”, and an “individual contact in HB [office] that
doesn’t change for client endlessly”. As housing applications are now dealt with online, one group
wanted to “provide computer literacy training” and to “use our libraries to provide access to
computers”. While calling for “signposting to e-resources” and “more internet access points”, other
participants acknowledged the need to provide “help for people with insufficient access/ confidence
to use internet”. (Being expected to search for accommodation online was a difficulty mentioned by
two of the contributors, one of whom said she had been “taken off the council list” because she did
not have access to a computer to bid for accommodation).

One group commented: “The system doesn’t help those who live at the basic level of subsistence,
making debt an easy trap.” As the Housing Benefit cuts will make it harder for claimants to manage

10 There is a directory of all local advice agencies at www.advicewest.org.uk
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their financial affairs, participants wanted “more outreach workers”, “more debt and budgeting
advice” and help to develop “skills in household management, cooking, etc.” To provide more
effective advice and prevention some respondents wanted to “join up with independent advice
agencies”, while others called for church and voluntary or non-statutory groups to work together. One
group proposed “a system of mentoring and advocacy to assist people with housing problems”.

Employment and training

Many private landlords prefer their tenants to have a regular salary, and this can be a problem for
claimants of all ages. As one group of participants observed, you “need home address to apply for
job”, but it is hard to pay for employment training, if you are “topping up HB”, have “no disposable
income”, struggle with “inadequate childcare” and need to pay travel costs “up front”. Others
suggested “a fund that people can apply to for money to pay for bus fares, tools, interview clothes,
childcare to enable people to get back to work”. They also wanted “more support for self-
employment”.

However, primarily their concern was for young people. Participants repeatedly emphasised the need
for “real apprenticeships” and “real jobs”, and they demanded “greater employment opportunities for
young people, including apprenticeships, mentoring, work experience”. They wanted “schools to run
programs of skills for working life”, and there were calls to “invest in green technology” and to “train
young people in relevant skills” such as construction, computer literacy and how to grow food and
vegetables. Offering courses in construction was considered crucial for self-build and renovation
schemes and seen as a way to “help people onto the housing ladder, giving them skills and training
and building communities”. It was suggested that the “City Council’s procurement should insist
contractors take young [people] on and offer training and work experience”. There were also calls to
“link tenancies (for young people) to training and employment” and for help with employment to be
“embedded in RSL planning”. One group commented: “Don’t waste knowledge – get older people to
come in and train the young people.”

It is worth noting that two of our contributors were actually working but needed help from Housing
Benefit to pay private sector rents.

Special housing initiatives for young people

Young single people are likely to bear the brunt of the current housing crisis. This is because private
landlords are often reluctant to let to people under age 25, and most young people do not have a
“priority need” to be accommodated under the homelessness legislation. Local authorities do,
however, have a duty to help young people who have been in the care system. One group
emphasised that “working with ‘care and after’ children has to continue” and that “discretionary
money on part of BCC needs to go to vulnerable young people’s supported housing...”

Various practical measures were suggested for reducing youth homelessness. One was to “explore
ideas” from the recent Crisis report11, which provides numerous examples of voluntary organisations
and councils setting up schemes with private landlords to help young people to obtain and keep

11 Gallagher, J., Luby, J. and Clark J. (2012) Working with the private rented sector to tackle youth homelessness:
A good practice report, London, Crisis.
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private tenancies. Another was a “flatmate matching service” to enable young people to find others
whom they might want to share accommodation with – see http://www.bristol-hub.co.uk Then there
was an invitation to “open up your home to give a room to a young person” by becoming a volunteer
host for Nightstop, an organisation which arranges emergency accommodation for young people aged
16 – 25. Living with young people had become a way of life for one participant who commented
during the general discussion:

“My wife and I have always shared our home with single people. It’s been great. I would
recommend it. Not without problems, but it is eminently ‘doable’. If all the empty bedrooms in
Bristol were occupied by people who needed them, (...) it would make a real difference to the
housing shortage.”

Other ideas and solutions included reinstating the Education Maintenance Allowance for low-income
families and providing “more family mediation and family support to enable young people to remain
at home”. Participants wanted “more work in schools on preparing to leave home that covers reality
of costs, responsibilities of having a tenancy”. There were also calls for “advocacy and mentoring” and
“signposting [because] young people need to know where to go as many have a lack of internet
access”. Looking to the future, one group deplored the fact that “students start with a £15 – 20k debt”
and stated that “young people need social and capital options – self-build homes being one”.

Health and social care

There was concern that the Housing Benefit cuts will have “an impact on mental health” and that
more services will be needed to protect people who are disabled or physically and mentally ill. Indeed,
one group thought the “impact on people” would “cost money” and have “implications” for the
resources of the NHS, health care, social services and mental health services. Another group wanted to
“cancel Trident to fund Green infrastructure and Health and Social Care”.

There was a general consensus that agencies would have to work together more effectively to meet
this challenge. Some participants called for “improved joint working between housing and health and
social care to ensure the needs of the individual are met (rather than disputes re who is funding
what)”. Others wanted “links between health professionals and housing and debt professionals”, links
between these services and the police, and “communication between council departments and
between council and private housing providers”. This was also the emphasis in a written comment
sent in by a Registered Social landlord:

“The key to tackling homelessness is working together – the Local Authority, support providers,
hostels and landlords, to name but a few – to ensure that our collective resources are directed
effectively to minimise homelessness both in terms of the number of households not in
permanent accommodation, and to minimise the time each individual or family spends in
insecure housing.” (Chris Gilbert, Guinness Hermitage)

Other suggestions included “bringing back day care centres (cheaper than hospitals)” and “better
community networks and social support models”. Taking a wider view of health and welfare, one
group also wanted to “remove the poverty trap” to ensure that people actually benefit from working.

http://www.bristol-hub.co.uk
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It is worth noting that three of our contributors had serious health problems. Two of them were
concerned that stress could make their condition worse, while the third commented: “I think the fear
that is felt by many people about their housing is a very hard thing to bear.” Even more worrying was
the single parent, who attempted suicide because she could not afford to pay her rent and feed her
child. Thousands of families in Bristol are likely to face similar impossible choices, given that 37.5% of
the claimants affected by the Housing Benefit cuts have children (see p3).12

Lobbying and campaigning

We did not ask for suggestions on lobbying and campaigning, but this heading seems appropriate for
many of the statements scattered throughout the written responses. Several groups wanted to raise
public awareness and they suggested an “internet campaign”; “38 degrees – link up with Shelter”;
“challenging mantra of Tory propaganda re benefit claimants vs hard-working people”; “getting
information to people – full-on and imaginative – letters don’t work”, and using local means of
communication “e.g. kitchen podcast – Vic Stevens, additional events like this.” Others favoured more
direct involvement: they wanted to “bring people together in groups to find their voices and create a
new Movement (remember the Poll Tax?)” and they spoke about “agitation at court” and the need to
“challenge central government policies”. There were numerous demands for Bristol City Council to
take action, and one group thought it was not enough just to try and manage this crisis: they called for
the council “to listen to the pain” and “to be transparent about the issues particularly for ‘comfortable
Bristol’”. Another group suggested “lobbying of budget group to ensure UC [universal credit] goes to
appropriate person in household”. However, the key demand for national government was to
“implement a Fair Rent Act” and to introduce “secure tenancies”.

The question and answer session

We did not have a panel of ‘experts’ to answer questions, because it is a basic principle of Poverty
Hearings that the main speakers are people living in poverty. Members of the audience were
encouraged to network and to answer questions if they had the relevant knowledge, but it was
perhaps not surprising that this session became more like a general discussion.

Many people took this opportunity to express their anger about the situation. For example, one
participant wanted the Poverty Hearing to acknowledge the context in which the cuts are occurring:

“... it’s not some natural disaster. I mean we’re in an economic crisis that’s been caused by, you
know, reckless gambling and speculation and actually these austerity measures are us having
to pay for their mistakes. We’re paying their bonuses, we’re paying for their gambling and
we’re bailing them out – and that’s the context.”

She wanted to know if the council is going to evict tenants who can’t pay their rent due to the benefit
cuts. Cllr. Anthony Negus replied that the council has “taken a great deal of time and effort to find lots
of ways round these problems and eviction is at the very end of that process”.

It was immediately made clear that no such restraint can be expected from private landlords, if they
do not know what is happening. A participant commented:

12 On 29th June 2012 The Guardian reported a man setting himself on fire because his benefit had been cut.
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“I think this week benefits have just been stopped and lots of landlords don’t know this, so
immediately a lot of people on benefits are in arrears and landlords are saying “They haven’t
paid. I’ll invoke the eviction process” and they can do that very very quickly. (...) At the moment
the private sector’s got no confidence in the benefit system, because of just this. Do we get our
benefits? They don’t tell us it’s going to stop. They don’t tell us if somebody’s on benefit.
Please Bristol City Council and the councillors, work with the private sector!”

However, a private landlady emphasised that there are still “private landlords that do rent to social
tenants”. She thought that if an approach was made to West Country Landlords Association or the
regional branch of the National Landlords Association, “there would be support because this is an
issue that affects everyone.”

A private tenant was less convinced about the good will of landlords. Referring to the handout on The
Effects of Tenure on Housing Costs (see p5) he accused private landlords of “profiteering” and
commented:

“...what I’d like to see is a haircut for the private rented sector via a fair rent act. [applause] I’d
also like to see a return to fair and just tenancies so they can’t evict me at the drop of a hat,
which has happened to me three times in the last 10 years although I’ve always paid my rent
and I’ve never ever been in arrears. That is palpably unjust.”

There were echoes of “the poll tax days” with some participants wanting to set up a support network
for private tenants who are being evicted. Suggestions included “trying to stop the bailiffs, (...)
accompanying them to court and making a fuss, (...) standing up in court and saying ‘This person is
being evicted because of the Government’s austerity measures.’” There were also calls for “rent
strikes, council tax strikes, mortgage strikes” and for people to “turn up en masse as happened in
Spain if [evictions] are threatened”. One participant believed that the Housing Benefit reforms would
“change the social composition of cities” and exacerbate “bitterness about this north/south divide”, if
evicted tenants were sent to places such as Birkenhead, Walsall and Stoke. He wanted an assurance
from Bristol City Council that no such deals would be made with other local authorities.

There was also frustration that the welfare reforms do not ensure that people can work their way out
of poverty. Paul Hazelden from Crisis Centre Ministries, a homelessness charity, commented:

“One of the things that we need to help people improve their circumstances is get rid of the
poverty trap. It’s very easy to do with modern technology by changing the way the benefits are
calculated. All you’ve got to do is reduce every single cut off point in benefits, change it from a
cut off to a slope so that every time someone earns a pound, the loss of benefit is always less
than a pound so they always have a guaranteed incentive for earning more. That would make
it so much easier for people to improve their lot (...) There just isn’t the political will to change
the basis of the benefit system. The politicians don’t have the incentive. We need to tell them,
it’s right, it’s necessary, it’s got to be done. Get rid of the poverty trap!”

However, Cllr. Jenny Smith reminded the audience that “politicians have to have support before you
can think outside the box and be really radical...” She expressed concern that a lot of homeless people
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“will end up in prison” and will also lose their right to vote because “if you haven’t got a roof over your
head, you don’t have a say in our society...”

On a more positive note, David Parkes, who is promoting the plans for BS3 Campus, emphasised the
need to “find new ways that encourage private finance into the market and that enable people
through self-build to be part of contributing themselves to meeting their housing need.” He urged
Bristol City Council “to really get behind this and to look at what opportunities there are to support
those sort of initiatives that take us out of old models and into new space.”

Another participant suggested a more radical way of tackling the financial deficit. He pointed out that
according to recent media coverage in Germany “it can now be proven that all the money in
Switzerland and Luxembourg created by tax evasion by the rich and super-rich could pay off all the
debt in Europe.” He insisted that "the people in the street just have to make the politicians go for
these people.”

Public opinion was also seen as crucial to the effectiveness of any campaign to increase the supply and
affordability of housing. Commenting that “there has been a real hardening of attitudes and
vindictiveness towards people who claim any kind of benefit”, Professor Ruth Levitas said there needs
to be “some kind of media campaign to really make clear what the consequences of these policies
are.” She recalled how in the 1960s a single event – the television broadcast of Cathy Come Home –
had “changed the public perception of homelessness” and she suggested asking the director, Ken
Loach, to make another film about what is happening now.

At this point it became clear that the audience included not only someone who knows Ken Loach and
could approach him but also Ruth Overend, a researcher. Ruth works for a television production
company which is currently producing a prime time BBC1 documentary about how the economic
downturn is affecting people’s incomes to the extent that they can no longer cover their housing costs
and ultimately find themselves homeless. The programme will include coverage of the welfare reforms
and the Housing Benefit cuts, and Ruth would be interested in hearing from professionals who can
input to their research and also people who might like to share their stories. She can be contacted by
email: ruth@geniepictures.co.uk

In bringing the Poverty Hearing to a close, June thanked everyone for taking part and encouraged
them to go to the website www.bristolpovertyaction.wordpress.com to continue the exchange of
ideas.

A collection at the end of the Poverty Hearing raised £276, which was divided equally and donated
to the Julian Trust Night Shelter and Crisis Centre Ministries.

Conclusion

We all want a fair benefit system, and none of us want to see people begging and sleeping on the
streets or families unable to feed their children. Indeed, most of us have spent years contributing to
National Insurance in the belief that there would be some basic level of provision if we became unable
to support ourselves through illness, old age, redundancy or some other misfortune.

http://www.bristolpovertyaction.wordpress.com
mailto:ruth@geniepictures.co.uk
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However, some claimants currently require higher payments than others, because the only kind of
housing they could obtain was private rented accommodation – which also happens to be the most
expensive form of housing (see p5). At the moment their Housing Benefit is being cut in the name of
fairness, but we do not have sufficient affordable rented housing to meet the needs of people on low
incomes, which by definition includes benefit claimants. That is the dilemma that urgently needs to be
addressed by both local and national policy-makers.

It was clear from their responses that most of our participants thought that Bristol City Council should
take action to deal with various aspects of the current housing crisis. While local authorities do have a
strategic role in planning the provision of housing, they will urgently need public support, access to
funding and the freedom to do what is necessary to tackle this crisis effectively.

At the most basic level every human being needs food, clothing and shelter. Bristol Poverty Action
hopes that the ideas and solutions put forward at the Housing Benefit Poverty Hearing will help to
inform this ongoing debate.

Bristol Poverty Action 27th July 2012.

The Housing Benefit Poverty Hearing was recorded by the Ecomedia Collective, a social business
focussing on sound, sharing and social change. To listen to the recording go to the website
www.bristolpovertyaction.wordpress.com

Bristol Poverty Action was set up for the specific purpose of organising the Housing Benefit Poverty
Hearing. Members of the steering committee are as follows:

Hilary Saunders – Redland Quaker Meeting Mark Smalley – Redland Quaker Meeting
Mike Mills – CHAS (Bristol) Housing Advice Service Ben Sansum – The Advice Network
Sue Ingham – Bristol Citizens Advice Bureau June Burrough
Nick Thomas – Rushlight PR Kyle Hannon – Ecomedia Collective
John Dawson – Speaking-in-Front

http://www.bristolpovertyaction.wordpress.com



