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Subject : Scottish Executive Proposals: 
“Improving Housing Quality in 
Scotland” 

Introduction 

The purpose of this report is to advise Committee of the Scottish Executive’s proposals for 
initiatives designed to improve the quality of private housing in Scotland, and to draft a 
response from the Council to the Executive’s consultation on the proposed Index of Housing 
Quality. 

Background 

A series of initiatives designed to improve the quality of private housing in Scotland was 
announced by the Scottish Executive on 12 December 2000. These initiatives follow from the 
Scottish House Condition Survey 1996, which showed that there were substantial levels of 
unsatisfactory housing in parts of the private sector. The initiatives are: 

0 

0 

0 

The establishment of a Housing Improvement Task Force; 
Changes to the Tolerable Standard for housing in Scotland; and 
Consultation on the introduction on an Index of Housing Quality. 

Although significant changes to the ImprovementRepairs Grant system are proposed in the 
Housing Bill currently before Parliament, the Executive recognises that a more fundamental 
consideration is required of the broader issues relating to housing in the private sector, to help 
ensure the availability of good quality houses both for owner-occupiers and tenants of private 
landlords. 

The Housing Improvement Task Force will conduct a review in two parts. Firstly, it will 
consider the legal, administrative and financial elements currently in place, which prevent or 
encourage housing improvement. This analysis will inform the second part of the review, 
which will put forward options for change. 

Particular issues which the Task Force will look at are: 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

The forms of financial assistance available for owner occupiers; 
The powers available to local authorities to compel private owners to invest in their 
property; 
The likely effect of providing better information as part of the house purchase process - 
taking account of proposals for seller’s surveys and seller’s packs; 
The arrangements in place for the management of flatted blocks in private ownership; 
The proposal for stronger regulation of the privately rented sector, for example, by 
extending the existing licensing arrangements which have been recently introduced for 
Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMOs); and 
The effect of tenancy legislation in the private rented sector. 
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2.5 

2.6 

2.7 

2.8 

2.9 

2.10 

3. 

3.1 

The Tolerable Standard as set out in Section 86 of the Housing (Scotland) Act 1987 is to be 
amended to subsume the standard amenities as set out in Schedule 18 of the Act. If Parliament 
approves the current Housing Bill and it is enacted, an order will be made amending the 
Tolerable Standard. 

The revised Standard (with new element in bold) is that a property should be: 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

structurally stable; 
substantially free from rising or penetrating damp; 
satisfactory provision for natural and artificial lighting, for ventilation and for heating; 
adequate piped supply of wholesome water available within the house; 
has a sink provided with a satisfactory supply of both hot and cold water within the house; 
has toilet facilities available for the exclusive use of the occupants of the house and 
suitably located within the house; 
has a fixed bath or shower and a wash-hand basin, each provided with a satisfactory 
supply of both hot and cold water and suitably located within the house; 
has an effective system of drainage and disposal of foul and surface water; 
has satisfactory facilities for the cooking of food within the house; and 
has satisfactory access to all external doors and outbuildings. 

The Executive is also consulting with local authorities and other bodies on the introduction of 
an Index of Housing Quality. The aim of this proposed index is to focus action on 
improvement to ensure that homes have an acceptable level of comfort, are sustainable and 
safe, and are fit for the households that live in them. The particular elements that it is 
proposed should form part of the Index are that a home should be: 

0 Free from serious disrepair; 
0 Energy efficient; 
0 

0 

Offer protection e.g. secure doors and windows and smoke detectors; and 
Adapted to meet the special needs of the occupant. 

The Index would not be statutory but implemented through local housing strategies. (Under 
proposals in the Housing Bill, local authorities will be required to produce local housing 
strategies taking account of guidance on national priorities published by Ministers). Ministers 
propose to include as one of the national priorities that the number of houses that do not meet 
the Index should be reduced over time. It would then be for local authorities to decide action 
on this in their area. 

There are some figures already available for the number of homes in Scotland, which do not 
meet the measures in the proposed Index of Housing Quality. These include 

0 

0 

0 

The Executive’s consultation paper is included at Appendix 1 to this report. 

78,000 properties are in serious disrepair; 
236,000 households are in fuel poverty; 
432,000 lack smoke alarms; and 
1 16,000 homes require improvement to meet the special needs of the occupants. 

Discussion 

The establishment of the Housing Improvement Task Force is to be welcomed. Its creation 
may be partly as a result of the issues raised by this and other Councils in our comments on the 
Housing Bill, in particular on the difficulties of pursuing investment in mixed-tenure areas, 
and the need for more flexible forms of financial assistance for private house owners. 
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3.2 The Tolerable Standard has been the benchmark for basic housing conditions for many years 
now, and the changes proposed in it are minimal. For Improvement Grant purposes, the lack 
of a bathlshower and a wash-hand basin has been equivalent to a house failing the Tolerable 
Standard, so the proposed change will have no impact on entitlement to grant assistance. 

3.3 The absence of a more fundamental extension of the Tolerable Standard, to reflect current 
minimum expectations, may be more acceptable if the proposed Index of Housing Quality is 
given sufficient importance in policy formulation. It is noted that Ministers propose to include 
as a national priority that the number of houses which do not meet the Index of Housing 
Quality should be reduced over time. This objective, whilst laudable, will only be meaningful 
if Councils are given sufficient powers, resources and incentives to make significant progress 
in this direction. 

3.4 The elements proposed for the Index appear generally reasonable, and would provide a 
standard which represents modem expectations of minimum housing standards. Of prime 
importance is the “energy efficient” criterion and this should be linked to issues of persistent 
condensation and the heatability of a house to ensure that fuel poverty is fully tackled. 

3.5 There is a marked convergence between the types of work which will be eligible for 
Improvement or Repairs Grants if the current Housing Bill is enacted, and the works required 
to allow a house to meet both the Tolerable Standard and the proposed Index of Housing 
Quality. This is logical and it is to be welcomed, particularly if resources are then applied to 
enable local authorities to fund the demand for (means-tested) grants to bring houses in their 
area up to the new standard. While the Index would not be statutory, the Executive should 
ensure that local authorities have sufficient resources to fund, within a reasonable timescale, 
financial assistance for owners wishing to bring their houses up to the index. 

3.6 One item which is missing from the proposed Index relates to lead in drinking water, which 
has been a priority for central and local government for some time now. Given the 
significance which health experts attach to the risks associated with the high lead content in 
drinking water supply, particularly for young children and expectant mothers, the importance 
which central government has placed on reducing lead levels, and the proposed amendments to 
the European Drinking Water Directive which would see the standard for lead reduced from 
the current maximum of 50 microgramsAitre over a period of 15 years, it is considered that the 
freedom of a house from lead pipes for the dnnking water supply should be included as part of 
the Index of Housing Quality. 

The Index of Housing Quality could become an important instrument for improving housing 
conditions in the 21” century. It is important that clear detailing and interpretation of the 
standard is agreed and that housing authorities are properly resourced to facilitate the 
achievement of the standard in their private stock.’ Because of the overlap between this and 
other issues for private housing I would suggest that the development of the index be included 
in the remit of the Housing Improvement Task Force. It would also be helpful if the Scottish 
House Condition Survey 2002 gathered data which tied in with the Index, in order to provide 
local authorities with baseline information. 

3.7 

4. Recommendations 

4.1 It is recommended that Committee: 

a) 

b) 

Note the Scottish Executive’s proposals 

Approve the comments in Sections 3.3 to 3.7 as the basis of the Council’s response to 
the Consultation Paper on the proposed Index of Housing Quality. 
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5 .  Background Information 

5.1 Available in the Housing and Property Services Department. 

T McKenzie 
Director of Housing and Property Services 



Appendix 1 

HOUSING STANDARDS IN SCOTLAND: THE INDEX OF HOUSING QUALITY 

Purpose 

1. The Scottish Executive seeks views on the operation of an Index of Housing Quality. 
The introduction of such an Index was discussed in the consultation on the Tolerable 
Standard in 1998 and this proposal was generally welcomed. 

Background 

2. The basic measure of house condition in Scotland is, and will remain, the Tolerable 
Standard. It is difficult to estimate precisely the number of BTS houses in Scotland but the 
figure is probably about 50,000 or 0.5% of the stock. Although dwellings can become BTS, 
the historic trend in the numbers is downwards and this is expected to continue. 

3. In light of the decreasing number of properties that fail to meet the Tolerable Standard 
and increasing expectations regarding the quality of housing, many respondents to the 
consultation on the Tolerable Standard proposed additional elements to extend its range, 
Ministers do not agree with this approach as they believe that it would divert attention away 
from dealing with the properties in the worst condition. 

4. At the same time, Ministers do agree that the higher expectations of housing quality 
should be taken account of in the policy framework and propose to proceed to introduce an 
Index of Housing Quality. Views are invited on the content and operation of such an Index, 

Content 

5 .  The proposed elements of the Index are as follows. The numbers in brackets give an 
estimate of the number of dwellings which lack the measure concerned. For some measures 
no estimates exist. 

be free from serious disrepair (78,000 properties fall into this category; but there 
will be some overlap with houses that fail to meet the Tolerable Standard); 

be energy efficient as far as is possible (about 236,000 households are in fuel poverty 
because of failings in energy efficiency); 

offer protection to the occupants, that is, have such measures as secure doors and 
windows and smoke detectors (There are no figures for the security aspect of housing, 
but 432,000 houses lack smoke alarms); and 
where appropriate be adapted t,o meet any special needs of the occupant (1 16,000 
properties would require improvements). 

6. Views on this list and the definitions that should be used are invited, but respondents 
should note that Ministers are keen to limit the Index initially to a series of key 
improvements. 
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Operation 

7. The Index of Housing Quality will be different in kind from the Tolerable Standard. 
It is not intended to be a condemnatory measure, signifying that a house is not fit for 
occupation, rather, it represents an acceptable level of comfort, sustainability, safety and 
fitness for purpose. The intention is that it would not be statutory, but would be implemented 
through local housing strategies. 

8. Under the proposals in the Housing Bill, Scottish Ministers will set national priorities 
for housing investment which will guide local authorities in developing and implementing 
their local housing strategies. Scottish Ministers would intend to include as one national 
priority, that the number of houses that do not have all the attributes identified within the 
Index should be reduced over time. It would be for local authorities to decide how to take 
action on this priority within their area, taking account of available resources and housing 
quality. Views are invited on this general approach. 

9. Although it will be for local authorities to set their own targets in respect of the items 
within the Index Ministers would be interested in views on the measures that it would be 
appropriate to use to determine progress over time. 

10. Ministers would intend that the same measures be used for all authorities to allow 
consistency of reporting and an assessment of progress to improve housing quality nationally, 
but are prepared to consider arguments for a different approach. The 2001 Scottish House 
Condition Survey will use the elements of the Index to allow accurate national baseline 
information to be collected. 

Further Guidance 

11. This paper is intended to outline the broad idea of the Index and further detailed 
development work will be required. Ministers would welcome suggestions as to further 
guidance that should be developed to assist the implementation of the Index of Housing 
Quality. 

Summary 

12. Views are invited on: . . . 
The elements proposed for the Index (paragraphs 5 and 6); 

The approach to implementing it through local housing strategies (paragraphs 7 and 8); 

Appropriate measures for the various elements of the index (paragraph 9); 
Whether the same measures should be used in all authorities (paragraph 10); 

Responses to the consultation paper 

13. Responses to this consultation paper should be sent to Callum Percy of the Scottish 
Executive Development Department in Area lF, Victoria Quay, EDINBURGH EH6 6QQ. 
They may be e-mailed to callum.percy@scotland.gsi.gov.uk or faxed to him on 013 1-244- 
5596. They must arrive no later than 30 April 2001. 
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