Barriers to Embedding Cohesion in New Housing Developments

Background

Whilst community cohesion is generally viewed very positively in the context of social housing, there are a number of factors which have an impact on its delivery. Participants at a workshop on barriers to cohesion identified a range of things which prevented community cohesion being routinely built into and delivered through new social housing developments.

Strategic Vision

A clear vision which described an organisation’s understanding of community cohesion and its commitment to delivering it was seen as being very important. Organisations needed to articulate this vision so that all staff who had a role to play in delivering cohesion understood what was expected of them and what they were working towards. The vision needed to include objectives and outcomes for each service area and a mechanism for assessing if these had been delivered.

One organisation described the Community Investment Framework it used which included community cohesion indicators. It is currently developing a community cohesion strategy which will include anti-social behaviour and hate crimes and incidents as well as procurement.

Another organisation - which employed a number of cohesion officers – was working towards mainstreaming and embedding community cohesion. The example of allocating properties was given where, with the best of intentions, officers who allocate “safely” do so without thinking through how such actions contribute to the perpetuation of residential segregation.

Whilst embedding and mainstreaming were seen as critical, practical issues also needed to be addressed. It could be policy to promote all areas to all sections of the community but support packages needed to be in place for those individuals who wanted to choose a home on the basis of their housing need and not on the basis of geography.
Risks and Opportunities

None of the organisations had a mechanism in place to assess the cohesion risks and opportunities a new development might present. New schemes tended to be judged on needs, demand and economics. 

In this context, community cohesion considerations would be of little importance if the development was financially viable and much needed. An analysis of the scheme on the basis of risks and opportunities would, however, serve a number of useful purposes. It would ensure that, at a strategic level, the organisation was analysing cohesion imperatives; it would help individuals to envision the impact their work could have on cohesion; it would provide staff with notice of the kind of work they would want to build into the early stages of development (relationships with the adjacent community, for example); and it would help to develop a more nuanced definition of what a “successful” or “sustainable” development might look like. 

In a sector where deprivation and the problems it brings drive much of the agenda, some work may need to be done to make sure that staff look more proactively at the positive contribution a new development can have - not just to its tenants or occupiers but to the wider community in which it is located. 
There was some concern expressed about the impact new tenancies and rent levels could have on community cohesion in the medium term. 

The Bigger Picture
At its simplest, the purpose of any development activity is twofold. In the first instance, it is to provide much needed affordable housing and, in the second instance, it helps to increase the viability of the business. 
Community cohesion, however, has a much broader and constantly evolving remit. The contribution social housing can make to delivering the community cohesion agenda is much wider than just the provision of high-quality, well-managed rented housing.  
Whilst housing management staff in organisations will understand this well, not least as a result of the requests they receive to be involved with all manner of working groups, such as worklessness and financial inclusion, domestic violence, community development and bridging activities. For development staff, however, an understanding of the role their work can play in delivering community cohesion – not just for those lucky enough to be living in a brand new house – is less well understood. 
It was acknowledged that it was extremely difficult to build cohesion outcomes into schemes that were bought “off the shelf” from developers. These were viewed as a good business opportunity or a way of “helping out” in difficult times or both. 
From a strategic point of view, local authorities will have clear policies on what is required from providers in terms of housing management but this did not routinely include the development phase where unilateral decisions might be made. An example was given where the specification for a development included the provision of both gas and electricity. This had to be enforced after a decision to only provide electricity had been made by the developer without any consultation. 
The importance of having the right developers in place and the difficulty in making sure this happened was a recurring theme. There was clearly a tension between the desire for high-quality developments from partners who understood the importance of community cohesion and the need to encourage developers to work in lower value areas – particularly when trying to develop mixed tenure schemes. 
What Do You Need To Support The Delivery Of Community Cohesion?
Participants suggested the following in response to this question:
· championing of the work at a high level

· buy-in from all involved is critical

· greater sophistication – people needed to have the benefits of community cohesion explained to them rather than being told what to do or think; an ongoing commitment was required and that needed to come from the top and be sustained
· the local authority taking the lead on cohesion would be very helpful. 
In the discussion the following points were made:

· for cohesion to be mainstreamed KPIs, commitment and leadership were needed
· corporate targets or KPIs would help staff to understand the contribution they need to make and the importance of cohesion to their organisation. This would need to be supplemented with training

· developing associations need to bed cohesion in at the earliest stages of a proposed development.
Barriers
There are any number of factors that can prevent organisations from maximising the contribution they can make to delivering community cohesion. 
The main ones that came out of the workshop were:-
· Lack of a clear vision

· Lack of leadership

· No well understood definition of community cohesion

· No corporate goals or KPIs

· Competing and better understood priorities

· No sector recognised working group (unlike worklessness, for example, the National Housing Federation does not have a working group for community cohesion)

· No defined support package for residents moving into areas where initially they might not be welcomed

· Lack of information on why people choose not to bid for properties that fit their requirements

· Time and other resources

Overcoming Barriers
The most effective ways to tackle barriers were identified better partnership working, shared definitions and objectives, leadership and commitment. Interestingly, these are as important for working across different disciplines within an organisation as they are for external partnership working.  
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