FAQs – General issues
1.Why is the council carrying out this scheme?

Westminster Council set up an independent Housing Commission to look at the supply of housing in the borough following reports that had shown growing shortfalls of affordable homes. The Commission found that all types and tenures of new homes were needed including properties for market sale, shared ownership and rent.  In response to this the council looked at all sites in its ownership to identify areas where new homes could be built and what sort of homes would be suitable for the area.

2. What areas were looked at?
The council started by looking at underused and derelict land and developed a Community Build scheme to look at infill projects on various estates. However some estates had problems related to poor layout and design and would benefit from a comprehensive remodelling. A Housing Renewal Strategy was developed in late 2009 to look at four areas in particular; Brunel Estate, Church Street Area, Ebury Bridge Estate and Tollgate Gardens Estate. Following consultation on the Housing Renewal Strategy, Westbourne Green was added as a renewal estate.
3. Why were these estates/areas chosen? 

The initial areas were chosen partly because of their layout and design and partly because projected maintenance spending was high indicating that better value for money and improvements in residents’ lives might be achieved by remodeling. 

4. What sort of improvements will be considered?

Anything and everything will be considered for improving and regenerating neighbourhoods.  This can include re-modelling of estate layouts, replacement and renewal of existing buildings, the provision of new homes, security and environmental enhancements, provision of community facilities and changing the physical layout of estates

5. Why haven’t you got any detailed plans/designs to show us at the start?
Before any plans are drawn up we want to talk to residents so that they are fully involved in the design of any improvements/new homes. It is very important that a masterplan is built around those that are going to actually live in the area once any proposed works are completed. Residents will be encouraged to work with the appointed architects to come up with novel proposals to improve the estate overall. 
6. How can architects be employed if they haven’t already been told what to do?
The architects are given a brief to work from which is based on the aims stated in the Housing Renewal Strategy along with any issues that residents have raised so far.

7. Hasn’t the council already decided what it wants?
In its Housing Renewal strategy the Council has outlined what it wants to achieve on a borough wide level which includes providing quality new homes for residents. However there are no ready made plans for any estate/area. We need to carry out detailed consultation with residents – working with architects – before anything can be agreed.

8. How many extra homes does the council expect to get out each estate?
There are no quotas for extra properties; on one Community Build estate just two three-bed units will be achieved but this will help relieve overcrowding for two families. 

9. What happens to major works already scheduled for the estate?
As we have no firm designs for estates we don't know what parts might be affected, and even when plans are agreed it could still take 2-3 years to do the work. As a landlord we have an obligation to ensure that residents’ homes are kept in good condition and that the estate in maintained in the normal way so this will continue throughout the masterplanning process. As soon as it looks like proposals are being agreed for a certain block/area we would reassess any planned major works.

10. How will the estate be improved by having more flats?
The funding for this particular scheme will only be achievable if new properties are built. Therefore to address some of the issues such as lack of community facilities and perceptions of crime we need a masterplan that is capable of attracting funding and which is financially viable.   

11. Where will the money come from?

The council is adopting a model similar to that used by Housing Associations of setting up a development partnership to raise funds through commercial loans, mortgages and any available grant subsidies. The partnership will also be able to identify further pots of funding from other government departments to tackle issues such as crime or green issues which will contribute to some of the costs. The scheme also has a self-funding element as all proceeds from outright sales are ploughed back into the overall funding pot.

12. If money is obtained from another funding source (eg Home Office to reduce crime) can it be used for other purposes?

Money obtained under any bid would have to be used for its stated purpose so if money was given for security or environmental works it would have to be used for that purpose. However where money is obtained from outside sources it relieves some of the demands on the rest of the ‘pot’ so will always have a knock-on benefit for the rest of the scheme.

13. Will new homes sell in the current climate?

Despite drops in the overall housing market the demand for low-cost and intermediate housing is still there. The council expects no problems in marketing the for-sale properties. 

14. Does the self-financing element mean that improvement works will only take place if new homes are built?

Under this scheme – Yes.  This scheme is designed to deliver the dual aims of building quality homes and improving the estates. As the improvements on offer will go beyond the normal maintenance of the estate the necessary funds can only be raised from some of the new building works.

15. Will building new homes with a mix of tenure types mean a reduction in the number of social rented homes?

No. Housing Renewal gives us the opportunity to look at whether there is potential to increase the number of homes and to provide a greater tenure and size mix. One of the key aims of the Housing Renewal Strategy is to build more family size homes for social rent. We will also be aiming to replace some older stock –including studios and one bedroom properties - to provide new two and three bed social rent homes to meet local demand.

16. I’ve seen some modern flats that are very small and can hardly fit a bed in the bedroom – what sizes will the new flats be?
Unlike private developments the council is governed by strict criteria on space standards. This is commonly known as the Parker Morris standard and is the minimum we must reach. However, the Mayor of London has proposed a new standard of ‘Parker Morris plus 10%’. Wherever possible this will be achieved on any new work carried out on the estate.

17. I’m overcrowded so what will the scheme do for me?
The Strategy aims to increase the number of 3, 4 and even 5-bedroomed properties available for its current residents that are overcrowded. In order to relieve overcrowding we need to increase the number of larger properties available and can only do this by new build. Each estate will have a local lettings scheme so that residents on the estate get first choice of the new properties.   

18. What is the timescale for the scheme?
Because we want to ensure residents are involved throughout the programme this will not be a ‘quick fix’. Residents will be invited to work with masterplanners to come up with design improvements for their estate. This will be ongoing for around 6-8 months until proposals are brought to a stage suitable for planning applications. Assuming all goes well and an agreed masterplan is developed, it would not be less than about two years before any work started on individual estates. (Note: The Church Street area masterplan will have an overall timescale of up to twenty years although individual estates will have a timescale similar to that outlined above once detailed consultation begins). 

19. Will I be able to stay in my neighbourhood?

Yes. The Renewal Strategy is for the benefit of existing residents. Any plans developed which might result in council tenants and leaseholders needing to move out of their home so that refurbishment or redevelopment works could take place, will give residents the option to move back to the area after redevelopment works are complete. Additionally, masterplanners will be asked to come up with phasing plans which allow some new build to take place before any demolition is carried out. Where this is possible residents can move straight into new permanent accommodation on their estate without the need for any temporary housing.
20. Will compensation be paid?

If any plans are developed which involve improvement works on a scale which would involve residents having to move out of their home, even just temporarily, there is clear legislative guidance in place covering compensation and rights. The legislation is different for tenants and leaseholders but we would ensure that people are fully informed of their rights. The Council has developed support packages for affected residents which goes beyond our minimum legal requirements. 
21. What if all the people on the estate say no to the masterplan?
Before we go to planning we would need broad agreement on the designs. If residents were unhappy at any stage prior to that we would try to find out why and look for ways of changing the plans to accommodate everyone’s views. The council wouldn’t go to planning with plans that have no chance of passing the planning process because of residents’ objections to them. 

22. Will you continue to talk to us about these proposals?

We are committed to involving communities in the programme and will continue to involve residents in all proposals and any ongoing works.

