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So the era of dither and delay is over. No more gridlock, no more government defeats in the House of Commons, and almost certainly 
no more Brexit postponement. 

Boris Johnson secured a comfortable majority for the Conservatives in the General Election. Overnight, Britain’s electoral landscape 
was transformed with victories in former Labour heartlands in the North and Midlands. But beyond getting Brexit done, and delivering 
“the people’s priorities”,what will this new administration do? And what will it all mean for social housing providers and those who live in 
affordable rented homes?

Here the DTP directors share their thoughts on the election result and what the sector can expect. What reasons, if any, do we have to 
be cheerful? And what reasons do we have to be fearful?

Reasons to be cheerful

1. Public spending. Firstly, if Boris Johnson delivers on his campaign pledges then we may have seen the back of Cameron/Osborne’s 
era of austerity. Don’t expect a reversal overnight of a decade’s worth of public spending cuts. But we’ve certainly been led to 
believe that resources may not be quite so scarce in the coming years. 

2. Interest rates. All the market and Threadneedle Street indications are that for the next year at least, low interest rates will continue. 
That’s good news for providers’ borrowing costs and ability to borrow.

3. Majority rule. A return to single party majority rule does at least bring a degree of certainty and an ability for the government to get 
things done. Property sector health and safety issues could be one area which benefits. However, we are probably unlikely to see 
bold measures on regulation. And a thumping majority for the winning party does of course limit opportunities for parliamentary 
scrutiny. 

4. An end to Brexit uncertainty. We will be leaving the EU and the remain cause has died for now at least. All the stress testing 
providers have been doing for Brexit is about to be put into action (see also reasons to be fearful!).

5. Social housing white paper. This looks like it might see the light of day in spring and will focus on tenant empowerment and 
consumer regulation. Again, bringing some certainty to housing policy going forward.

6. Early encouraging signs? The Queen’s Speech saw the government commit to the continuation of the affordable homes programme 
and to the implementation of the first phase of the Grenfell Tower inquiry recommendations. These are to be welcomed.

7. No sign of shared ownership ‘right to buy’ – yet. This planned extension of right to buy wasn’t in the manifesto or the Queen’s 
speech, which will come as a relief to most in the sector.

8. First Homes. The Queen’s Speech saw the government commit to a new scheme to ensure access to discounted homes for key 
workers and local people. The scheme will see these two groups given the opportunity to buy homes at a 30% discount, and the 
right will be protected by covenant.

9. Commitment to end rough sleeping by 2025. This is an ambitious target, let’s hope it’s delivered on.

10. The changed nature of the Conservative base (see also reasons to be fearful). Boris Johnson has been keen to point out that 
his new fan base in the North and Midlands may well have temporarily lent him their votes. Could this result in a more benign 
Conservative administration from the point of view of the social housing sector?

Reasons to be fearful

1. An end to Brexit uncertainty doesn’t mean Brexit won’t cause damage. Passing the withdrawal agreement, formally leaving the EU 
at the end of January and entering the transition phase is only the end of the beginning. It is not “getting Brexit done”. We face at 
least a year of protracted trade negotiations with the EU. Housing associations will still have to plan and stress test for an uncertain 
future – and get ready to put those planned mitigations to the test. Whatever deal is struck it is unlikely to be as favourable as 
current tariff free single market and customs union arrangements. Housing associations which haven’t taken Brexit stress testing 
seriously need to do so now. Brexit is about to move from highly probable to a near certainty.

2. Who is Boris? Will the social housing sector get the liberal Boris Johnson (“a more Brexity Michael Heseltine”) or the populist, 
hard right demagogue? Only time will tell, but the sector should certainly expect major change from a PM who is, if nothing else, a 
disruptor. Don’t expect “more of the same” – including those of us who work in the social housing sector. Will he pander to the right 
wing Eurosceptic wing of his party or tack towards the centre? Will the new Tory MPs from working class constituencies in the North 
act as a positive influence on the PM? These are the great unknowns of a Boris Johnson premiership. For now at least.

3. Scotland, when will ye go? The SNP’s landslide in Scotland mirrored Boris Johnson’s stunning victory in England. But pressure for 
a further Scottish independence referendum is already growing. If Boris Johnson grants Scotland additional investment and special 
treatment in relation to the EU this could, however, be good news for Scottish social housing providers. With the Labour party 
currently in disarray, the Scottish Nationalists are also set to prove a critical opposing force to the new Conservative government.

4. Rent review. Registered providers will be watching to see what the government decides on social housing rents. There is pressure 
from the treasury and an increase certainly seems the least likely option, despite the fact that the former administration agreed a 
rent settlement some months ago. We saw the early months of Cameron/Osborne’s rule tear up a recently agreed settlement – 
there’s nothing to suggest this couldn’t happen again. The new government might be tempted to take steps which put money in the 
pockets of some its new working class voters, even though a rent cut doesn’t really achieve that.

5. The focus will probably be on home ownership rather than affordable rent. All the PM’s previous signals and utterances on housing 
have suggested widening opportunities for people to buy are his priority – not social housing. Right to buy will continue to be a 
focus with the manifesto suggesting this would be widened to all social housing tenants.

6. Social cohesion and hate crime. All the signs are that this will remain a challenge for social housing providers in a social and 
political environment which remains divided and fractious. Will Boris Johnson’s talk of ‘One Nation Conservatism’ be more than just 
rhetoric?

7. High expectations in areas which have switched to the Tories. Many of the places which turned blue on December 12th, in Labour’s 
former “Red Wall”, will be expecting much from the new administration. These are places with higher levels of social housing than 
traditional Tory shires. Power often disappoints, so how will they react if the new government doesn’t deliver? A huge test for the 
government will be the extent to which they invest in these communities – and whether they make a difference to the lives of those 
who live there. 

8. An imminent reshuffle. This is most likely to come in the new year and could well see further changes at the Ministry of Housing, 
Communities and Local Government. Continuity has not been a byword for the sector in recent years. 

9. More welfare reform. Universal credit will almost certainly continue under the new government. Will further welfare reform be on the 
agenda? It’s a strong possibility, and whatever it looks like, it will definitely have an impact on social housing tenants. 

10. A new focus on existing assets rather than new build. This could prove to be one of the unintended consequences of a new 
emphasis on building safety, especially if matters are formalised with new legislation.

Only time will tell what impact Johnson’s government will truly have on social housing in the UK. We suspect we will be revisiting and 
reflecting on the above over the coming year. One thing is certain 2020 will prove to be a year of change – look forward to discussing 
how we support you through this change.

Will Boris give the social housing sector reasons 
to be cheerful or reasons to be fearful?
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