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August is traditionally dubbed the ‘silly season’ by newspaper editors. In normal times, politicians head off on their summer break 
leaving an absence of proper serious news. The gap is filled with stories which can best be described as frivolous. But as we know 
these are not normal times. This summer, there may well be an absence of frivolity in the news, although who would rule out something 
truly silly from happening!?

Which brings me to our new Prime Minister and the new housing team he has assembled in the Ministry of Housing, Communities & 
Local Government.

They do say a sign of getting older is policemen appearing younger. Perhaps we should now add cabinet ministers to the list – given the 
new Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government, Robert Jenrick, is just 37. He is the first cabinet minister born 
in the 1980s. 

He will be joined at the cabinet table – though not in a cabinet job – by Esther McVey. The former Work and Pensions Secretary is now 
Mr Jenrick’s junior at the ministry, in the post of Housing Minister. She is one of a number of ministers who have been asked to attend 
cabinet by the new PM even though they are not in a cabinet role. 

What the two new ministers, and Mr Johnson’s government, will mean for the social housing sector remains to be seen. Few have 
interpreted the new cabinet as anything other than a shift to the right. At the moment all we have are signals; a few vague indications of 
housing policy direction. We expect, for example, that there will be a renewed emphasis on home ownership – and a move away from 
Theresa May and Gavin Barwell’s generally more positive outlook on affordable and social housing. 

That may involve a policy of ”reshaping” existing low cost home ownership products – possibly to the detriment of both the private and 
social rented sectors. 

So far we have had silence on the issue of standards in the private rental sector. That is significant for both tenants and landlords. We 
could potentially also see an expansion of right to buy, which would be of significant concern to the social housing sector. Questions 
remain over how this would be funded and how it would impact on registered providers. 

My view is that it is increasingly likely that the social housing Green Paper will effectively be kicked into the long grass under this 
administration. So those who were expecting increased consumer regulation and more focus on listening to tenants may well be 
disappointed. 

What else we can expect will be determined in the coming months – and, unsurprisingly, a lot will depend on what happens with Brexit. 
Indeed, Mr Johnson’s premiership will itself stand or fall on the issue of leaving the EU. My view is the social housing sector should be 
greatly worried about the now increased prospects of a no deal Brexit. 

There are too many possible scenarios which could play out in the coming weeks (general election, second referendum etc) to go 
through here. But whatever transpires, there will be significant consequences for the whole country, the economy, and our sector. The 
impact on community cohesion (a real concern since Brexit, and one which we know to be an increasing problem) could be severe, in 
my view. 

There is of course a strong likelihood that not very much will happen between now and the end of October when it comes to housing, so 
preoccupied will the government be with Brexit. Any changes that do happen are more likely to occur the other side of Brexit. That may 
be a blessing.

So what of the other key personnel changes in government?

Another ‘one to watch’ is Dominic Cummings, the former head of the Vote Leave campaign, now Johnson’s chief strategist. Delivering 
Brexit will no doubt be his key focus in the next few months. But if the new government does manage to survive and deliver Brexit, 
what might his role be in government? He is very much a ‘great disruptor’ figure, so if he did ever get his hands on housing, expect the 
unexpected. 

The new chancellor, and former housing secretary, Sajid Javid is also worth mentioning. We’ve had some indications he may be more 
keen on using the spending tools at his disposal to boost, among other things, infrastructure and housing. So far we have had lots of 
promises and spending pledges, including for those ‘left behind’ towns. It’s not clear how these commitments will square with other 
looming priorities. Somehow, I can’t see him responding to George Clarke’s recently launched campaign for more council housing with a 
significant cheque.

On welfare reform and issues such as social exclusion and inequality, I’ve no initial reasons for optimism. Amber Rudd, who stays on as 
Secretary of State at DWP, has always been seen as a more centrist figure, although she is a recent convert to the idea of keeping ‘no 
deal’ on the table when it comes to Brexit. 

So that’s the team we’ve got to work with. How long they last is anyone’s guess. In the absence of a crystal ball it would be foolish to 
predict anything.
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