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How a prime minister will be remembered is usually a question asked in the dying days of their premiership or as they leave Downing 
Street for that final time. Often, our feelings towards them can change as time passes, with some even undergoing a rehabilitation years 
after leaving office. John Major, for example, has now established himself as something of an elder statesman, rather than the man 
responsible for the disastrous Back to Basics campaign or an administration dogged in its final days by accusations of ‘sleaze’. 

Sometimes, the moment of departure can trigger unanticipated outpourings of sympathy, or in the case of Margaret Thatcher a “what 
have we done” moment, at least among some of her supporters. 

As Theresa May prepares to hand over to her successor, her short-lived time as PM appears now to have been doomed from the start. 
Perhaps the question shouldn’t be how will she be remembered – but will she be remembered at all? 

Brexit will almost certainly dominate any look back on her time in office. It has shaped and defined her time in Downing Street – and that 
will no doubt continue whoever succeeds her. 

The government’s preoccupation with honouring the 2016 referendum result has been detrimental for many policy areas, social housing 
included. At the ministerial level we’ve seen an alarmingly swift turnover of personnel in the top post. Alok Sharma and then Dominic 
Raab only lasted six months, although we did at least see the job of Communities Secretary expanded to encompass housing, putting 
the issue at the cabinet table at last.

In housing policy terms, May’s administration saw a marked shift away from the Cameron/Osborne years. Their obsession with home 
ownership to the detriment of all else, gave way to a generally more supportive attitude to rented housing. On the development front, 
grant was made available to build more social rented homes, and local councils finally had borrowing caps lifted to allow them to, in 
theory at least, build new council homes. 

Sector leaders I recently spoke to for our twice-yearly DTP Exchange Report were generally prepared to give May’s government credit 
for the creation of a more “benign environment” for RPs. “We are now seen as part of the solution, not the problem” was one comment 
which summed up the feelings of many. 

Deregulation, a rigorous refocus on value for money, and the reclassification of RPs as private entities were also broadly welcomed.

Some gave credit to the presence of Garvin Barwell in Downing Street, after he lost his seat as an MP in the June 2017 General Election 
and popped up as May’s new chief of staff. Having someone seen as cheerleader for the sector in No 10 was very much perceived as a 
positive. 

I found sector leaders were less likely to give May credit for her record on poverty reduction and welfare reform. Minor changes to 
Universal Credit aside, there is a real sense out there that vulnerable people in the communities served by social housing providers are 
suffering and struggling. Her hapless and poorly judged response to the Grenfell tragedy shortly after the June 2017 election was seen 
as symbolic of her failings in this area.

And as she leaves office, the jury remains out on Brexit. We appear no nearer to a deal than we did when she took office, and a ‘no deal’ 
Brexit remains a real possibility. RPs have been diligent in their preparations and stress testing, and in some respects have been able to 
demonstrate their strength and resilience. But that doesn’t take away from the fact that the failure to resolve Brexit leaves them facing 
doubt and uncertainty. The continuing impasse impacts adversely on their businesses and their tenants.

As I write this, Theresa May’s successor has still to be determined. My sense is that neither candidate has given the sector any reasons 
to be cheerful. And in the case of Boris Johnson at least, there have been on the record comments at party conference fringe meetings 
which have been pretty disparaging towards the very concept of social housing. 

What lies ahead remains shrouded in the greatest uncertainty; it’s entirely possible the sector could face having to deal with either a 
(relatively) hard right or a hard left government, neither of which would be in its best interests. The right would almost certainly want to 
shift the focus to private home ownership, while the left is ideologically committed to local council provision. 

The only certainty is that the sector will face further upheavals in the next few years. All we can do is continue to make the case for 
the sector – and the contribution it can make to tackling some of the big issues of our time. Housing associations have a role to play 
in providing decent homes for people to live in, in safe and secure communities, and tackling poverty and social exclusion. The sector 
should continue to remind itself – and the rest of the country – of that as it faces the difficult road ahead. 
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