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This report offers a first overview of a whole range of different initiatives where 

housing associations are leading on financial inclusion work across the country.  

Its publication also marks the beginning of our Money Access Programme, a 

communications initiative from the Housing Corporation on the subject of financial 

inclusion.

Alongside in-depth case studies, the report names over fifty housing associations 

who are helping deliver financial inclusion initiatives.  In all the authors calculate 

that 100 associations are currently actively involved in the field.

Yet why have housing associations got more involved in financial exclusion work 

over the last few years?  

One reason is simply a moral one.  There are 2.8 million financially excluded 

people in this country, 70% of whom are housing association tenants.  People 

who do not have bank accounts are increasingly excluded from society as well, as 

more and more wages and benefits are paid electronically.  As branches of banks, 

building societies and post-offices have closed, hard-to-reach communities have 

become more isolated, leaving housing associations on the front line.   Our sector 

is the most exposed to the devastating impact on people who are unable to access 

affordable credit or insurance and feel that unscrupulous lenders are their only 

option.

Another reason is that it makes good business sense.  Quite simply, offering 

financial inclusion support for residents cuts down on arrears.  Above all it helps 

build and sustain healthy neighbourhoods that people want to live and stay in, 

fulfilling the ultimate objective of every housing association.

This report offers a wide range of different models for financial inclusion work, 

and I expect it to prompt debate amongst social landlords about which is the most 

effective, as well as help disseminate best practice.    Above all, however, I trust it 

will contribute to the development and delivery of new solutions which reach out to 

hard-to-reach people, and work to eliminate financial exclusion in this country. 

Jon Rouse

Chief Executive

November 2005

Foreword
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More than 100 housing associations have joined the 

fight against financial exclusion, and the efforts of 

about 50 are described in the 7 case studies in this 

report. It is highly important work and sits well 

with the National Housing Federation’s iN Business 

for neighbourhoods agenda and the general task of 

building sustainable communities. 

According to the Treasury report, ‘Promoting 

Financial Inclusion’, the doors of Britain’s high 

street banks and building societies are closed to 1 

in 12 households – between 60 - 70 per cent of them 

housing association or council tenants.

This group of almost 2 million people pay crippling 

rates of interest to borrow money from doorstep 

lenders and loan sharks and are denied access 

to financial services. Paying more for gas and 

electricity than those with direct debits, many of 

them are without access to debt counselling and 

financial advice.

Most of them (52 per cent) are single people. 19 per 

cent are lone parents. 62 per cent rely on housing 

benefit to pay all or part of their rent.

Almost 70 per cent are concentrated in the 10 

per cent of post-code areas with the highest 

rate of financial exclusion, where many housing 

associations work in areas like East and South-East 

London, Middlesbrough, Manchester, Bradford, 

Birmingham, Glasgow and Liverpool. 

Concentrations of debt can increase crime and 

anti-social behaviour and attract predatory lenders 

making it difficult for associations to achieve 

community development objectives or provide 

decent housing and supported living services 

effectively.

Ending financial exclusion can change lives, which 

is a worthwhile challenge in itself. It will also 

improve the life chances of children, thus breaking 

cycles of deprivation and reducing child poverty in a 

sustainable way. 

However, housing associations that think with their 

heads as well as their hearts have discovered that 

this work can have significant benefits for them by 

reducing rent arrears, as this report shows. 

At any one time, around 500,000 (25 per cent) of 

social housing tenants are behind with their rent. 

The resulting loss of income affects cash flow, 

and less money is available for managing and 

maintaining homes. Eviction and Court fees can 

be costly. Constant turnover of tenants can affect 

community stability. Further down the financial 

road, local authorities may have to pick up the cost 

of homelessness.

Furthermore, the Audit Commission’s ‘Key Line 

of Enquiry’ on housing management is concerned 

not only with rent and service charge recovery but 

also the quality of service and the access, customer 

care and service user focus it offers, including 

Introduction
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debt advice. Housing associations operate good 

arrears practices and use eviction only as a last 

resort. But arrears are generally one element of 

multiple debt problems that often get out of hand. 

Debt is rising, and access to affordable credit is still 

severely constrained for people on low incomes who 

often have to borrow at annual percentage rates of 

interest typically ranging from 100 to 400 per cent. 

Tackling the root causes of debt and other aspects 

of financial exclusion in the communities they 

serve will help associations to reduce rent arrears 

and prevent them happening again. Housing 

associations are in an excellent position to tackle 

the problem by offering advice and support on 

financial matters as well as making new community 

finance products available to their residents. 

The Government has set up a Financial Inclusion 

Taskforce and established a Financial Inclusion 

Fund of £120 million over three years to support 

initiatives to tackle financial exclusion. In particular, 

the Fund seeks to increase access to affordable 

credit and promote a significant increase in free face 

to-face money advice.

Housing associations should support the 

Government’s actions and follow the path beaten by 

the pioneers featured in the case studies. 

It is not an easy task. If they want to become 

involved, associations must commit themselves 

to a long haul. And they cannot do it alone. All 

the initiatives covered in this report are the work 

of partnerships involving many players, among 

them housing associations, banks, building 

societies, local authorities and voluntary groups. 

The most successful models are those where local 

communities are involved and residents sit on the 

board of management.

The housing associations featured believe 

combating financial inclusion is a priority and 

should be mainstreamed into housing management. 

It is very important, they argue, that front-line 

housing staff understand the nature of financial 

exclusion. 

The case studies provide examples of a range of 

interventions, including personal loans, micro-

enterprise lending and home improvement loans. 

However, there is a general acceptance that a 

coordinated strategy is required, incorporating 

signposting, provision of affordable finance, 

financial literacy, and income maximisation. 

By directly investing in community finance 

initiatives and using their assets, skills and 

knowledge, housing associations can respond to 

the problems of disadvantaged people on low and 

insecure incomes. Often the largest and wealthiest 

social enterprise in the communities where they 

work, they have the financial clout to address the 

needs of their financially excluded residents. In 

doing so, they will bring benefits for residents, 

communities and themselves.
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Portsmouth Housing Association and its tenants 

have reaped tangible benefits from the association’s 

support for South Coast Money Line (SCML), says 

Chief Executive John Butler. ‘We became aware 

in the early 1990s that money management and 

debt were major issues for our tenants,’ he says, 

‘and launched a strategy to help tenants make 

the most of their incomes and reduce debt.’ Along 

with debt advice, the Association introduced a 

programme of domestic energy efficiency measures 

and offered tenants advice on the management of 

their utility costs. From this followed support for the 

development of local credit unions and the creation 

of the Portsmouth Area Regeneration Trust (PART) in 

partnership with Lloyds Bank. ‘Our aim was to help 

tenants gain access to affordable credit, reduce debt 

and stabilise their finances. In the longer term, we 

believe this will create more stable tenancies, bring 

down rent arrears and help us create sustainable 

communities.’

Benefits for PHA and tenants

The work of SCML has benefited the Association 

by helping tenants clear rent arrears, particularly 

where court action has been taken. In these 

circumstances, SCML issues loans to tenants who 

are unable to clear their backlog of arrears as a 

lump sum, if they show they can manage regular 

weekly repayments. As a result, possession action 

is avoided. Loans are also offered to clear arrears 

where tenants need a transfer or exchange to move 

quickly for personal reasons.

SCML also helps PHA tenants by offering them 

affordable loans as an alternative to very expensive 

door-step lending. ‘Many of our tenants have been 

able to repay loans, budget their finances and avoid 

further debt,’ says Butler. ‘The loans have been 

particularly important where they have helped 

tenants buy essential goods, such as furniture and 

white goods.’

In the future, John Butler would like to see SCML 

introduce other facilites to link with basic bank 

accounts such as  standing order and direct debit 

facilities. ‘Although these are becoming more easily 

available, tenants often have problems supplying 

the identification required. Portsmouth Savers 

Credit Union does not ask for photographic ID 

from customers opening its basic bank account for 

benefit payments. Making withdrawals is very easy, 

and the account is very popular with customers. 

However, it does not offer standing orders or direct 

debit facilities for paying bills. I see that as the next 

step to our goal of ending financial exclusion among 

our tenants.’

How SCML has helped PHA tenants

(1) A PHA Tenant had a £300 loan with Provident 

Financial.The repayments were £9 a week for 54 

weeks making a total of £486. The tenant, who 

had multiple debts, worked with a housing welfare 

Support for Money line reaps benefits for 
PHA and its residents: South Coast Money
Line
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officer to set priorities for debt repayments and 

establish his benefit entitlement. An unclaimed 

benefit was awarded with a backdated lump sum. 

An offer of full and final settlement was agreed with 

Provident Financial, and the debt was cleared with a 

£300 loan from SCML.  

(2) SCML made a loan of £1109.44 to clear rent 

arrears, in circumstances where a PHA tenant facing 

eviction was unaware of rent debt. His partner dealt 

with the finances and had not informed him of any 

problems with the rent. A housing welfare officer 

had worked with partner on benefit queries about 

three months earlier when no debt problems were 

reported. Regular payments are being maintained 

for rent and arrears.

SCML passes £1.25 million loans mark

and proves its point about lending

South Coast Money Line (SCML) has made its 

mark in Portsmouth and the surrounding area 

since opening its doors in July 2000. More than 

£1.25 million has been lent in personal and micro-

enterprise loans to almost 1,750 people at the 

bottom of the financial pile. 

 ‘We have proved that you can lend to people on 

very low incomes’, says SCML Managing Director 

Simon Frost, ‘and collect the repayments from 

them, providing flexibility to people in difficult 

financial situations where appropriate.’ Debt write-

off so far is about 10 per cent of the total loan book. 

Arrears fluctuate and are dealt with firmly but fairly. 

‘We are not a soft touch’, says Frost.

SCML reaches parts of the community untouched 

by mainstream banks. More than 70 per cent of 

its customers live on benefits, 33 per cent are lone 

parents and 10 per cent were formerly addicted 

to drugs or alcohol. Half of them live in social 

housing and 40 per cent have one or more County 

Court Judgments against their names. The average 

personal loan made last year was £550.

SCML issues crisis loans that, among other things, 

tide people over when benefit payments have been 

delayed: £515 rescued a disabled student who was 

threatened with eviction because her Housing 

Benefit had not been paid. This year, it is on course 

to make around 75 rent & deposit loans to help 

people secure accommodation, including one to a 

woman who had fled domestic violence with her 

children and another to a young man who had come 

off drugs. ‘I never thought anyone would help an 

ex-addict’, he says. In a period of 14 months SCML 

lent money to 34 housing association and council 

tenants to help them pay off arrears ranging from 

£126 to £2500. 

Fresh Start Loans account for about 20 per cent of 

the loans made, often prising customers from the 

grip of licensed moneylenders who charge anything 

up to 200 per cent for their services. Personal loans 

are used to buy household goods, cookers, clothes 

and children’s shoes. Seed-corn loans help people 

back into work: a taxi-driver, for example, borrowed 
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£204 to buy his licence and is now working full-time. 

A small number of education and training loans 

have also been made.

Micro-enterprise loans

More than 150 micro-enterprise loans have helped 

sustain 70 existing full-time jobs and create 100 

new ones. ‘Not all the businesses have succeeded,’ 

concedes Frost,  ‘but I believe we are approaching 

a tipping point where we are really starting to help 

a significant proportion of businesses and make a 

positive impact on the overall economy in a fairly 

small community.’

Loans have been given to start or expand an 

astonishing variety of small businesses, among 

them building companies, a specialist antiques 

removal service, board game manufacturer, a 

tarot reading telephone service, a fitness training 

company, a custom jewellery shop, a skateboarding 

shop and a driving instructor. Applicants have to 

show they have approached a bank first for support 

or that they need match funding. The average 

micro-enterprise loan last year was £3,500. 

England’s first community finance initiative, SCML 

is a considerable success, but much remains to 

be done, says Frost. ‘We are just scratching at 

the surface. You can take an individual’s life and 

change it, but we are not doing it on the scale that 

we need for our own financial sustainability or to 

build significant social capital. We haven’t got to the 

top of the mountain. We are still looking up at the 

summit.’

A number of assumptions made in the original 

business plan have proved false. It was assumed, 

for example, that most people who came through 

the doors would be given a loan. In fact, only about 

40 per cent of those who apply are successful. As 

a result, costs are much higher than predicted 

because the expense of processing 60 per cent of 

potential customers is unmet. 

Customer loan interest is much lower than 

anticipated, totalling around £50,000 this year and 

accounting for about 20 per cent of the overall 

income. Micro-business lending increased from 

£100,000 to £130,000 last year and will be similar 

to last. Personal lending has also significantly 

increased with a projected lending of £240,000 for 

2005-06.

Other funding comes from Portsmouth Housing 

Association, the Esmée Fairbairn Charitable Trust 

and Portsmouth City Council. Several Housing 

Associations – including the Hyde Group, Swaythling 

Housing Society, Western Challenge Housing 

Association and Raglan Housing Association  - have 

contributed to meeting the costs of the expansion 

into Southampton. The Phoenix Fund pays for 

the small business loans officer and the National 

Lottery pays for the outreach officer. 
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‘To become fully sustainable and self-financing 

we need a loan book of £4 million,’ says Frost. ‘It 

is impossible to achieve that from Portsmouth 

alone. We need to expand along the South coast 

and create an organisation that can provide a much 

wider portfolio of services to a much bigger market 

through a range of business models.’ 

Expansion plans

Last year’s re-branding of the organisation as the 

South Coast Money Line signalled the start of an 

expansion programme. Outreach services are now 

provided directly in Portsmouth, Havant, Gosport 

and Southampton. The service in Southampton 

was formally launched in October 2005. In other 

towns and cities along the coast SCML plans 

to work with credit unions, local authorities 

and other organisations, providing back office 

services and training, while its partners market 

and deliver the products locally, possibly through 

franchises. It is very keen to establish Community 

Banking Partnerships with credit unions and 

other organisations to provide a full range of 

complementary financial services to help tackle 

social exclusion. 

SCML is also diversifying into other products, 

among them home improvement loans that are 

usually for a longer period and have a higher value. 

With a consortium of seven local authorities, it is 

developing a scheme that will make secured capital 

repayment loans and interest only loans available to 

low and moderate income home owners in Brighton 

and Hove, Chichester, Eastleigh, Fareham, Gosport, 

Havant and Portsmouth. This loan product will be 

available in early 2006. Next step is the development 

of an equity release loan for older homeowners.

The scheme has been worked up with the help of 

the Wessex Reinvestment Trust and has the support 

of the South East England Development Agency and 

the Regional Housing Board, which is part-funding 

the scheme in Brighton and Hove and Portsmouth.

The average loan will be about £5000 and the 

proposed interest rate is 9 per cent. However, the 

local authorities propose to subsidise the interest 

payments to bring them down to 5 per cent for 

capital repayment loans and 6 per cent for interest 

only loans. 

Competitive interest rates

Over the past year, SCML has taken a hard look at 

its general interest rates. ‘We were capped at 15 per 

cent, which held us back’, says Frost. ‘The rates now 

stand at 22 per cent APR for micro enterprise, 24 

per cent for personal loans below £1000 and 22 per 

cent for those above. The higher rates are helping 

us work towards sustainability and are comparable 

with high street banks, whose hidden fees and 

insurance charges push up their borrowing rates.’
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The banks would turn away most of his customers 

anyway, he adds, or charge them at least 29 per 

cent, if they had adverse credit records. ‘Our rates 

are way below those charged by doorstep lenders, 

who are the real competition.’ Provident Financial, 

Britain’s biggest licensed moneylender, for example, 

offers loans on its website starting at an APR of 176 

per cent. 

Offering a wider range of products and working 

across a larger area, Frost is convinced the 

organisation will achieve sustainability. He is 

concerned that SCML should continue to address 

all aspects of financial exclusion. It still cashes 

cheques for a basic fee of £3 for people without 

bank accounts. From a business point of view it is 

a very expensive operation, he says, but it is a vital 

service to those with very little money who would 

otherwise pay at least 10 per cent of the face value 

of the cheque, if they cashed it with a High Street 

moneylender. 

‘It is these financially excluded people we are 

here to help, and because all the repaid loans are 

recycled into more loans we will be able to help an 

increasing number of customers. This is one of the 

strongest and simplest arguments for our work.’

KEY FACTS

SCML has: 

• Lent more than £1.25 million in personal and 

micro-enterprise loans to nearly 1,750 people 

since July 2000.

• Made loans to 34 housing association and 

council tenants in a period of 14 months to 

help them pay off arrears ranging from £126 

to £2500.

• Made 150 micro-enterprise loans that have 

helped sustain 70 existing full-time jobs and 

create 100 new ones.

• Has started an expansion programme along 

the south coast as far as Brighton and Hove.

• Is developing a home improvement loan 

scheme for low-income owner occupiers with 

a consortium of seven local authorities.

‘Up to two million people in the UK lack access 

to mainstream financial services, and it is vitally 

important that we find innovative and locally 

driven ways of meeting their needs. I welcome 

the launch of PART and hope the model will be 

developed in other areas throughout the country.’

Treasury Minister, Stephen Timms, speaking at 

the launch of PART (now the South Coast Money 

Line)
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Housing associations bring community 
banking to the West Midlands: Sandwell 
Advice and Moneylink

The community banking service is an important 

piece in the Black Country Housing jigsaw of 

positive action for Sandwell, says Sandra Spence, 

Chief Executive. Her housing association has been 

working for nearly five years on the development 

of Sandwell Advice and Moneylink (SAM) with 

Accord and Mercian housing associations, the 

local authority and Greets Green New Deal for 

Communities Partnership.

Greets Green with its low-wage economy is one of 

the 5 per cent most impoverished communities 

in the UK. According to the 2001 census, only 47.5 

per cent of people of working age in the NDC area 

were in employment, nearly 10 per cent were 

unemployed and 14 per cent were retired.

‘Financial exclusion is widespread in the borough,’ 

says Spence. ‘Limited access to mainstream banking 

services is one of the key elements of exclusion. 

It seemed natural that we should address the 

problem. We have been helping people set up small 

businesses and find other routes into employment 

since the early 1990s.’ 

Spence and her colleagues raised the initial funding 

for the SAM research and development work 

from Sandwell Housing Department in 2001. More 

funding followed from the Greets Green NDC two 

years later. 

Opened officially by Regeneration Minister and 

local boy Lord Rooker in January 2005, the SAM 

offices are already handling six inquiries a day. 

The first community banking organisation in the 

West Midlands, it is based in West Bromwich High 

Street and serves the Greets Green New Deal for 

Communities area, which has a population of about 

12,000. 

‘We found plenty of evidence for the need for 

community banking services’, says Spence. ‘With 

SAM and the new credit union under one roof we 

will provide a drop-in one-stop financial service 

to meet the needs of local people without a bank 

account. One of our main aims is to move people 

back into mainstream banking’.

Community services

The new venture sits easily with BCH’s other 

community services. The housing association has a 

care company providing domiciliary services, worth 

£1 million a year, to older and disabled people. Its 

care and repair organisation has an annual turnover 

of more than £2 million and provides a link into 

Mercian HA’s ART Homes project. The Association 

has a contract with the Department of Works and 

Pensions to encourage local residents – particularly 

those from black and minority ethnic communities 

– to take up their benefit entitlements.
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The services provided by SAM’s three staff 

include consolidation and personal loans, back 

to work loans and home improvement loans. 

Micro-enterprise loans are available for new and 

expanding small businesses. A weekly Citizens 

Advice Bureau surgery is held in the offices, and 

general advice and help with budget planning is 

offered. The interest rate on personal and small 

enterprise loans is 24.9 per cent APR and 14.9 per 

cent for home improvement loans.

The recently launched Six Towns Credit Union 

works alongside SAM from the same shop-front 

premises offering a savings service to anyone living 

or working in Sandwell Borough. Between them 

the two organisations will provide direct access to 

savings and loans and other advice and support 

services through a comprehensive community 

banking partnership. A time-bank organisation, 

Time2Trade where local residents can exchange 

their skills and energy, operates from the shop. 

Membership includes about 100 local residents and 

20 organisations. ‘The number of people seeking 

our help shows the local demand for affordable and 

ethical credit’, says Tony Wood, Community Services 

Banking Manager who has a High Street banking 

background. ‘We need to handle three inquires a day 

in our first year to meet our target. We are already 

doing twice that number without having advertised 

our services.’ Says Paul Di Mambro of Accord HA, 

Chair of the SAM Management Board: ‘Our most 

important service is providing a real alternative 

to unscrupulous lenders. The most vulnerable 

consumers in Britain are prey to interest rates that 

can be 10 to 40 times higher than the typical rates 

levied on credit cards.‘

Expansion plans

SAM has aspirations to cover the whole of Sandwell 

Metropolitan Borough Council with its population 

of 280,000 people, many of them living on very 

low incomes and paying crippling interest rates 

to licensed doorstep lenders and loan sharks. As 

usual, the poor are paying more. ‘Our hope is to 

take SAM’s community banking services to other 

parts of the West Midlands,’ says Spence. ‘If SAM is 

successful, everybody benefits. Financial exclusion 

will be ended for many local people. Many of our 

tenants will achieve financial stability, and evidence 

from other community banking initiatives suggests 

this will help reduce our rent arrears and tenant 

turnover and produce more stable and sustainable 

communities.’
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‘SAM and similar projects give people options in 

an area where borrowing from a bank or building 

society account is less traditional.  It’s good to 

see that SAM’s High Street location is in the heart 

of the neighbourhood, encouraging and giving 

residents access to a whole range of services that 

help with financial stability.’

Lord Rooker, Regeneration Minister, Office of the 

Deputy Prime Minister

It has taken more than four years to get SAM off the 

ground. Like other housing associations, BCH has 

spent a great deal of time and energy in its quest 

to set up a community banking service. As SAM 

Project Manager, Sharon Fereday says: ‘While the 

experience of other organisations is very useful, it 

is important to identify exactly what services your 

local community wants, if you are to be successful.’
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The New Horizons Savings and Loans Scheme

 

was launched in 1997 as a joint venture between 

Cambridge Housing Society (CHS) and Cambridge 

Building Society. It is a key element of the housing 

association’s Community Investment Strategy. The 

scheme, which has made over 100 low-interest 

loans , charges the Bank of England base rate 

plus 0.95 per cent. The first of several housing 

association saving and loan projects, the Cambridge 

scheme embraces financial underwriting principles 

developed by Homeless International for its work in 

India and South America. It offers saving accounts 

and affordable loan products to all CHS tenants, 

their resident partners and their children.

The range of products offered includes fresh-start 

loans and loans to buy household items, computers 

or cars. Customers must open a saving account 

before they can borrow, and loans are limited to four 

times the amount saved. Borrowing is restricted 

to tenants with arrears less than three times their 

weekly rent and a written agreement to pay back 

the arrears that has been honoured for four months. 

The maximum sum for a first loan is £1,000 and 

£2,000 for a second loan.

A Handy Loan of up to £165, designed to help people 

faced with a financial crisis, is available to tenants 

without savings. The repayment period on these 

loans is 12 months.

Customers are also offered money management 

advice and help with welfare benefits and tax 

credits. The scheme also offers affordable home 

contents insurance.

Benefit and tax successes

In the last year, the scheme has helped over 50 

customers claim £150,000 in welfare benefits and 

tax credits and provided advice and information to 

a further 65 customers. More than 200 customers 

doubled their savings through the Government’s 

Saving Gateway Pilot, and 50 customers took out 

home contents insurance.

Delivering services through the building society’s 21 

branches can help customers climb out of financial 

exclusion. Those who open savings account, for 

instance, qualify for loyalty discounts on future 

mortgages.

Cambridge Housing Society has 1700 homes 

dispersed across a semi-rural area and it provides 

care and support services to 350 people. It employs 

a community investment team researching and 

delivering a range of financial services alongside 

opportunities for personal development. 

Says Chief Executive Nigel Howlett: ‘We have 

developed a range of products and services to 

provide people with both a secure home life and 

opportunities for personal development. Our work 

Associations in Cambridge and North East 
enlist local experience and expertise: 
partnerships with building societies
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fits very well with the National Housing Federation’s 

iN Business strategy. As a next step, we hope to 

make our services available to the wider public. 

What we do and how we do it is underpinned by a 

belief that the provision of housing is a means to an 

end rather than an end in itself.’

Helping Hand scheme

The Helping Hand Savings and Loan Scheme in 

the North East of England is a partnership between 

the Darlington Building Society and five housing 

associations: Tees Valley, North British, The 

Guinness Trust, Endeavour and Home.

The scheme offers local services through the 

building society’s 13 offices to about 25,000 tenants. 

Helping Hand Unsecured Loans are available to 

customers who have saved at least £1 a month. 

Loans are limited to twice the saving account 

balance up to a maximum of £250. The housing 

associations contribute to a £50,000 guarantee fund 

to underwrite the loans.

A recent evaluation of the scheme revealed that 

since its launch in September 2000:

• 170 customers have opened saving accounts 

• 20 loans have been made. 

• 71 per cent of savers had previously had a bank 

account 

• 35 per cent had saved on a regular basis.

• Almost 60 per cent of savers are female 

• Of those, 77 per cent are between 35 and 65.  

• Men account for 41 per cent of savers and are 

generally in a slightly older age range with 83per 

cent aged 45 or over.

• Younger tenants are the most poorly represented 

group. People under 25 had opened only 3 per 

cent of accounts.

• Almost 90 per cent of customers said they would 

recommend the scheme to a friend.

By November 2003 the average amount in a savings 

account was £328. While 58 accounts contained 

£250 or more, 56 customers had saved £5 or less. 

Most people made weekly or monthly payments into 

their account. 56 per cent of those surveyed saved 

on a regular basis with Helping Hand. More than 60 

per cent were saving to deal with major household 

expenditure, including bills, or emergencies.

Less information is available about borrowers, but 

the survey showed that loans are used for major 

items of household expenditure and special events. 

Four households have had more than one loan. 

Of the 20 loans made, 13 have been repaid in full 

and 11 were repaid early. Only one household 

has experienced difficulty in meeting the loan 

repayments, using cash from their savings account 

to clear the loan.
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The future

‘The scheme is addressing our major concerns 

about financial exclusion,’ says Alison Thane, 

Chief Executive of Tees Valley Housing Group. 

‘However, it is not achieving its full potential and 

we are planning an extensive marketing campaign 

to increase customer take-up. We are also looking 

at ways of enhancing the services provided and 

making them more accessible.’ A re-launch will 

be held in each of the housing associations, and a 

greater number of operational staff will be involved 

in the project. 

KEY FACTS

• The New Horizons scheme and the Helping 

Hands schemes are partnerships between 

housing associations and local building 

societies.

• They provide savings accounts and loan 

facilities at the building society branch offices.

• Customers must open savings accounts before 

they can borrow money. In the New Horizons 

scheme A Handy Loan of up to £165, designed 

to help people faced with a financial crisis, is 

available to tenants without savings.

• The housing associations underwrite the 

loans.

• The New Horizons scheme offers money 

management advice and help with welfare 

benefits and tax credits. 

• Home contents insurance is also available in 

the New Horizon scheme.
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Launched in 2003, CHANGE was one of London’s 

first community finance initiatives. For two years 

it has been running small pilot projects and 

‘getting its foundations in place’, says Project 

Manager Andrew Chaplin. ‘Socially minded and 

commercially focused’, it was set up by London 

and Quadrant Housing Trust with initial support 

from Family Housing Association and Metropolitan 

Housing Trust. Other supporters include the  Esmée 

Fairbairn Foundation, the City Parochial Foundation, 

the Housing Corporation as well as Barclays and 

LloydsTSB financial services groups.

Now the organisation has blossomed into a coalition 

of large housing associations (see box) led by L&Q 

and Hyde Housing. Together, the associations 

manage more than 200,000 homes. 

Early next year CHANGE will be extended to 

include affordable credit. It will focus substantially 

on residents in the social housing sector, says 

Chaplin, but plans to make an impact on the wider 

community too.

The need for additional resources to tackle financial 

exclusion in London was confirmed by research 

commissioned by L&Q which revealed widespread 

poverty and financial exclusion among its tenants. 

It revealed that:

• 40 per cent of lone parent households and 37 

per cent of workless households did not have a 

current account.

• 47 per cent of lone parents households, 45 per 

cent of households with a disabled member and 

43 per cent of households with children had 

been faced with debts they could not pay in the 

previous two years.

• 51 per cent of those interviewed were interested 

in a new source of local credit.

• 49 per cent were interested in a new local 

savings facility.

Two early objectives

Two early objectives were identified: building and 

funding a sustainable delivery model and helping 

people break the long-term habit of expensive 

doorstep credit.

The first objective has been supported in part with 

a Department of Works and Pensions (DWP) grant, 

which has enlisted CHANGE to support the Direct 

Payment strategy that has transferred most benefit 

payments into bank accounts since April 2005. 

The work will also help the Treasury meet its 

target halving the number of people without bank 

accounts from 2.8 million to 1.4 million by 2006.  

Additionally, it is a very practical way of supporting 

residents ahead of the likely changes to the way 

Housing Benefit is paid over the next couple of 

years. 

Housing associations work together for 
change: CHANGE
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The 30-strong project team has been recruited 

principally from the financial sector, community 

work and research projects. ‘I have been greatly 

impressed by their sheer level of commitment to 

engage with the community,’ says Chaplin. 

Advice and support

Advice and support sessions are being provided 

for between 5,000 and 8,000 tenants identified as 

being in the greatest need of help, many of them 

from London’s minority ethnic communities.  This 

support may entail several one to one meetings with 

a resident.

‘Many of our tenants are intimidated by banks 

who need to be more user-friendly and should 

take down the barriers that unwittingly scare off 

potential customers,’ says Chaplin who joined L&Q 

from a senior position with Barclays Bank. ‘Our 

project team help tenants overcome their fears by 

explaining how basic banks accounts work, guiding 

them through the jargon of banking and accounting 

and helping them make sense of the direct payment 

of housing and other benefits into bank accounts. 

Our goal is to move customers out of the financial 

exclusion zone and into the mainstream of financial 

services.’

While the DWP-supported project is managed from 

a central office at London Bridge, the  advisers are 

spread across the 10 associations and based locally. 

Local delivery is key to the success of CHANGE, 

‘It works for the Provident and other doorstep 

moneylenders. It will work for us,’ says Chaplin.

Breaking the doorstep credit habit

Financial education has a major role to play in the 

difficult task of weaning tenants away from the 

flexible but hugely expensive doorstep credit offered 

by the private sector, he says. ‘Changing thinking is 

very important. We will charge much less for loans 

than private sector moneylenders, but in return 

will expect borrowers to keep closely to their side 

of the bargain or at least discuss with us first if 

they need to reschedule their repayments. Home 

credit users who get behind with their payments 

are often offered extra loans that help them get 

their repayments back on course but drag them 

deeper into debt. Our customers will have to be 

more disciplined with their payments and the way 

they manage their money. However, their reward is 

that they will be better off financially. They will see 

more for their money, because they will not forever 

be paying interest charges. We will help them 

make that transition. And yes, of course we will be 

sympathetic if a borrower approaches us to tell us 

their circumstances have taken a turn for the worse’

Next steps

Early next year, CHANGE will expand the range of 

financial services it will offer, to include:

• Personal loans at affordable rates to help people 

in times of difficulty or in need. Chaplin is 
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particularly interested in the potential to adapt 

the hugely successful Payday Alternative Loan 

developed by Chicago’s North Side Federal Credit 

Union to wean customers away from their own 

very high cost credit providers.  

• Help with rescheduling debts and better money 

management. 

• Fresh-start loans for those with a portfolio of 

debts.

• Back to work loans.

‘We anticipate setting interest rates somewhere 

between 20 and 30 per cent (APR), which is slightly 

higher than the Credit Union rate but well below 

doorstep credit companies, unregulated doorstep 

lenders and catalogue firms, who charge anywhere 

between 60 and 600 per cent and are the main 

sources of credit for our target group. We can offer 

an alternative to doorstep money at a fraction of 

the cost because we will have a different overhead 

mix to companies like the Provident and we 

will not have shareholders with huge dividend 

expectations’. 

The aim is to keep overheads tightly controlled to 

keep rates sensible. It is probable that lower rates 

will be offered on second loans to reward good 

payers. ‘We need to ensure this element of the 

services becomes more or less self supporting after 

four or five years.’

 

Lending projections for the first year are £300-

400,000. In five years Chaplin expects the figure to 

rise to about £5 million a year, which is between 5 

and 10 per cent of an estimated £100 million plus 

of annual borrowing from home credit companies 

among London’s 400,000 housing association 

tenants. With a customer base of 200,000 Chaplin 

believes this is achievable. ‘CHANGE will bring 

benefits for residents, the housing association 

partners and the communities in which they live,’ 

he promises.

Housing associations supporting CHANGE

• Affinity Housing Group

• Circle Anglia

• East Thames Group

• Family Housing Group

• Gallions

• Genesis Housing Group (incorporating   

Springboard Housing)

• Horizon Housing Group

• Hyde Housing

• London & Quadrant Housing Trust

• Metropolitan Housing Trust

• Orbit Bexley

• Southern Housing Group

• Threshold Housing and Support

• Wandle Housing Association
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KEY FACTS

• CHANGE is a partnership  of London-based 

housing associations committed to tackling 

financial exclusion -  with about 200,000 

tenants and shared owners.

• It has already provided financial advice and 

support for between 6,000 and 9,000 tenants 

as part of a DWP-funded programme.

• In its first year it anticipates lending between 

£300,000 and £400,000.

• Helped recruit more than 100 new members 

for a borough-wide credit union in Southwark.

• It is piloting a package of business  

start up/support measures in Waltham Forest 

until September 2006. 

• In Edmonton L&Q and Metropolitan have 

piloted the provision of financial literacy 

programmes.

• In Newham, L&Q with East Thames and 

Springboard housing associations tested 

different approaches to putting residents with 

severe debt problems in touch with agencies 

that can help them.

‘Some two thirds of our residents have to manage 
on less than £200 per week – CHANGE is for them 
especially if they are among those residents for 
whom mainstream financial services have not 
seemed welcoming, relevant or easy to access’ 

Don Wood, Chief Executive, London & Quadrant 
Housing Trust



22

What it means to people

‘Promoting financial inclusion is a key priority for 

Hyde Plus. Our residents and our estates are ripe 

markets that are exploited by doorstep lenders and 

loan sharks. It is a vicious cycle of exploitation that 

we are committed to breaking, particularly as we 

house some of the most financially excluded people 

in our society who can least afford to pay extra for 

services and products.

For some time now, we have been working to 

address our residents’ wider social and economic 

needs. However, we have found that tackling 

financial problems and giving someone a degree of 

financial stability is often a prerequisite to dealing 

with other issues. 

If someone’s life is in chaos because of debt and 

the stress that goes with it, you can’t expect to 

talk to them about jobs, training, their education 

or the environment. Financial problems are often 

the root of many other symptoms of deprived 

neighbourhoods: among them theft, drugs, alcohol 

abuse, evictions and a lack of care for surroundings. 

If you can help someone take back control of their 

money, you allow them to take breath, to step back 

and think about other issues that they and their 

families may face.

A clear business case can be made for housing 

association involvement. There is not only the direct 

connection with rent arrears, fewer evictions mean 

more stable communities where residents will look 

after their homes and have more pride in their 

neighbourhoods. In these circumstances they are 

more likely to be better neighbours and more active 

citizens generally. All this reduces the housing 

association’s costs and gives it more time to provide 

other essential services and to be a good landlord.’

Derek Harding, Assistant Director, Hyde Plus
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Escape route from financial exclusion:
Fair Finance Project, East London

Fair Finance offers an escape route from the 

financial exclusion zone that blankets large areas 

of Tower Hamlets, Newham and Hackney. Three of 

the most impoverished boroughs in the UK, their 

communities are prey to loan sharks and licensed 

moneylenders charging interest rates as high as 800 

per cent.

It was set up by the Environment Trust as the 

East End Reinvestment Trust in November 2003 to 

manage and expand two successful pilot projects: 

• The East End Microcredit Consortium, that helps 

groups of excluded women start small business-

es. 

• Money Matters, a debt advice service that was 

launched with the support of three local housing 

associations.

Both initiatives confirmed the need for affordable 

and ethical financial services to help people 

climb out of the red. New financial products are 

in development. Brian Pomeroy, Chairman of the 

Financial Inclusion Task Force, and Anna Bradley, 

Director of the Financial Services Authority, 

launched the rebranded organisation in April 2005 

when a new branch office was opened in Stepney. 

Fair Finance, which works in partnership with a 

growing number of housing associations, offers the 

following products:

• Personal loans to help with emergencies and es-

sentials.

• Business loans for existing and new businesses 

wanting small amounts of money to grow or for 

working capital.

• Peer group microcredit loans for excluded for 

women and first-time entrepreneurs. 

• Money and financial advice – including debt and 

budgeting services.

In its first six months of operations it lent more 

than £180,000 and interviewed more than 130 

people seeking help. Repayment rates are 97 per 

cent. More than 70 per cent of its clients have 

existing sub-prime loans with doorstep sellers or 

usurious credit companies, often charged at more 

than 180 per cent. 

‘Our task is to work at the extremes of poverty with 

people the banks won’t look at,’ says Faisal Rahman, 

who was a City high-flier before returning to the 

East End to launch the Microcredit Consortium in 

1999. Fair Finance’s supporters include local credit 

unions, community organisations, advice services 

and the Natwest/RSB, Deutsche Bank and Barclays 

Bank who have an interest in identifying potential 

clients.
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Debt-advice success make case for housing 

association support

The success of Money Matters, one of the Fair 

Finance pilot projects, makes a powerful business 

case for housing association support for community 

finance initiatives. By providing independent and 

targeted debt and finance advice in Tower Hamlets, 

it has helped more than 100 housing association 

tenants on low incomes with high rent arrears 

reduce their collective non-housing debt by more 

than £100,000. 

In addition, 75 per cent of the clients have 

maintained agreed payment plans and cleared 

more than £30,000 of rent arrears owed to the three 

housing associations, A further £100,000 of arrears 

is covered by repayment plans and £120,000 is the 

subject of negotiations.

The money apart, nobody should underestimate 

the stress suffered by people with multiple debt 

problems, says Phil Hissey, Tenant Involvement and 

Community Development Officer, Bethnal Green 

and Victoria Park Housing Association.

‘Nine times out of ten, we find tenants with serious 

arrears have multiple debts and nowhere to turn. 

Many of them end up borrowing money from loan 

sharks.’ With colleagues at LABO and Old Ford 

housing associations, Hissey formed the view that 

tenants need independent debt advice to help them 

out of the money mire. 

As a result they formed a partnership with the 

Shadwell-based Environment Trust to set up the 

Money Matters project, with support from the 

European Social Fund’.

  

The three associations, who have about 4,000 homes 

between them in the East End of London, refer 

tenants with large rent arrears to the project, which 

now operates under the Fair Finance umbrella. 

More recently, Newlon Housing Trust (4,700 homes) 

has signed up for the Money Matters service, and 

Southern Housing Group (16,000) is looking to join. 

The service also makes early interventions to help 

tenants whose arrears are in danger of getting out 

of control and runs advice sessions at sheltered 

schemes. It does all this with caseworkers who put 

in about 35-40 hours of casework between them 

each week. Each client receives on average 50 hours 

of support over a period of weeks. Tenants with rent 

arrears are referred to certified debt advisors who 

help them prioritise their debts, produce budgets 

and structure repayments.

Advice is provided through home visits and at 

surgeries across the area. Workshops for tenants 

focus on issues raised at the surgeries, among them 

pension credits, benefits awareness and consumer 

credit. Project workers who speak Bengali and 

Somali work with the many customers who come 
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from minority communities.  Monthly meetings 

are held with the housing associations to review 

progress.

Three-in-one rule

Clients generally lug around a portfolio of debts 

from a clutch of formal and informal lenders 

averaging about £4,000. The service helps about one 

third of those tenants referred by the associations. 

As a general rule, for every three referrals, one fails 

to turn up, one is so deeply in debt with crippling 

interest rates that only legal representation can be 

offered and one is offered help. 

‘Over the long term a strong business case can 

be made for housing associations supporting the 

Money Matters programme,’ argues Faisel Rahman. 

‘It helps them recover arrears without the expense 

of going to court. Furthermore, it saves housing 

officer time that can be spent more usefully on 

other tasks. We have shown that for every £1 

housing associations invest in the service more 

than £1 is returned to the tenant and housing 

association, a true social investment.’

‘Just as importantly, we help tenants get back on 

their feet and make a real and tangible impact on 

their lives.’

Microcredit Consortium success story

The Environment Trust launched the Microcredit 

Consortium’s lending programme by putting up 

£5000 of its own money and directing Rahman to 

the outer limits of financial exclusion to lend money 

to women, most of them from minority ethnic 

communities, eager to start small businesses and 

working together in groups of four to six.

The consortium includes local community 

organisations, among them Quaker Social Action 

(through its Streetcred project), Account3 and the 

Homeless Families Campaign. It is supported by 

the Phoenix Fund, NatWest/RBS and the European 

Development Fund. Through outreach workers it 

offers group facilitation to its customers, financial 

advice, training, mentoring and business support. 

Rahman assesses the proposals for funding and 

runs the lending end of the operation. He has made 

more than 300 loans ranging between £500 and 

£2000 to web-designers, fashion designers, Avon 

Ladies, a driving school, a group of women who 

make doilies that sell in High Street stores and 

many other small businesses. 

More than 90 per cent of his customers are living 

on state benefits when they first approach the 

consortium for help. 50 per cent are lone parents 

and 60 per cent have never run a business before. 

Few have a bank account.
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Business survival rate 50 per cent

The business survival rate is about 50 per cent, the 

repayment rate 97 per cent and the debt write-off 

only 2 per cent. Of the £200,000 loaned, £150,000 has 

been repaid.

The scheme has won loud applause from the Bank 

of England, the New York Federal Reserve Bank, 

NatWest/RSB and the Deutsche Bank. 

Rahman promotes the scheme ceaselessly in 

Europe in his quest to access money from the 

EU Microcredit Fund, which can be administered 

only by banks. So far, he has been unsuccessful. 

‘Everyone is sympathetic, but nobody does 

anything.’

KEY FACTS

• Money Matters helped more than 100 housing 

association tenants on low incomes with 

high rent arrears reduce their collective non-

housing debt by more than £100,000. 

• 75 per cent of the clients have maintained 

agreed payment plans and cleared more than 

£30,000 of rent arrears owed to the three 

housing associations, 

• A further £100,000 of arrears is covered by 

repayment plans and £120,000 is the subject 

of negotiations.

• Each client receives on average 50 hours of 

support over a period of weeks.

• Money Matters employs Bengali and Somali 

speaking advisers to work with the many 

customers come from minority communities.

• The Microcredit Consortium has made more 

than 300 loans ranging between £500 and 

£2000.

• More than 90 per cent of the customers 

are living on state benefits when they first 

approach the consortium for help.

• The business survival rate is about 50 per 

cent, the repayment rate 97 per cent and the 

debt write-off only 2 per cent. 

• Of the £200,000 loaned, £150,000 has been 

repaid.

• Money Matters and the Microcredit 

Consortium have been brought together under 

the umbrella of the Fair Finance organisation, 

which was launched in April 2005.
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‘Greater access to affordable credit is vital in 

tackling financial exclusion. Without access 

to mainstream financial services, families 

can become locked into a cycle of poverty and 

exclusion and are often forced to turn to high 

cost or even illegal lenders, which can contribute 

to spiralling debt. Organisations such as Fair 

Finance are crucial in helping to ensure that the 

most vulnerable groups in society are able to take 

control of their own finances.’

Brian Pomeroy, Chairman, Financial Inclusion 

Task Force
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Established as a subsidiary of the Aston 

Reinvestment Trust, in 2000, ART Homes Ltd was 

set up with the support of Birmingham City Council 

and private sector funding in response to a report, 

Stopping the Rot, that identified the need for 

financial support for low-income owner occupiers. 

A not-for-profit special purpose vehicle, ART Homes 

Ltd has a Consumer Credit Act lending licence 

and is Authorised and Regulated by the Financial 

Services Authority. 

Mercian Housing Association, which has more 

than 3,500 homes in management across the West 

Midlands, acquired ART Homes Ltd in 2003 after 

three years of development. The business provides 

affordable loan products to assist with home 

repairs and improvements; relocation following 

clearance; and property adaptation to accommodate 

homeowners with disability. The borrowers are low-

income homeowners who are unable to borrow from 

banks and building societies.

The purpose of ART Homes Ltd fits well beside 

Mercian’s Homeownership Services and the 

Communities First Initiative, both of which tackle 

wider community needs in partnership with other 

organisations. 

Filling a gap in the market

‘We fill a gap in the market’, says Roger Clark, 

Director of Homeownership Services and ART 

Homes Ltd, Mercian Housing Association. ‘Most 

lenders are not interested in the low-income small 

loans market where many vulnerable people still 

need subsidised loans. Revolving loan funds make 

it possible for us to help this financially excluded 

group, which local authorities cannot do alone. 

On the other hand, we could not do it without the 

local authority subsidies. It is a sensible and fruitful 

partnership. Home improvement agencies also have 

a key role to play in acting as agent for our clients 

who have no experience of dealing with builders.’

Significant impact

ART Homes has made a significant impact working 

with Birmingham City Council; Sandwell MBC; 

Solihull MBC; the Castle Vale Housing Action Trust; 

six other Local Authorities in the West Midlands 

Regional Housing Board KickStart Programme; 

and the three Local Authorities forming the New 

Heartlands HMRA on Merseyside. It has now 

completed loans worth more than £2 million and 

has almost £6 million-worth of loans in the pipeline 

(from initial enquiry through to ‘at solictors’). Loans 

now average £12,000 and range from £3,000 to 

£30,000+. The interest charged on secured, basic, 

Affordable improvement loans in 
Birmingham, London and the South 
West
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Capital & Interest Repayment loans is base rate +1.5 

per cent. Products can be tailored to suit the needs 

of the local authority with which ART Homes is 

working in ‘partnership’.

Property Appreciation Loans 

The Property Appreciation Loan (PAL) is the most 

popular product from the ART Homes portfolio. It 

was launched in September 2003 with a £1million 

revolving fund provided by Birmingham City Council

It is a secured loan product designed for 

Homeowners where increased monthly outgoings 

are not appropriate. It is available only through 

approved introductory agents.

The Features:

• No regular repayments of Capital and/or interest 

for term of loan.

• No hidden charges.

• Loan can be repaid at any time – a valuation 

of the property is requested at outset and 

redemption.

• APR per cent will vary according to increase in 

property value and “term” of loan.

• No early redemption penalties.

• No repossession guarantee whilst the property is 

in the ownership of the borrower(s) and remains 

their principle residence.

How it works: (with example figures)

• Repair works needed – cash price £12,000, 

Current property value £110,000.

 Loan required £12,000

• Legal Charge taken on proportion of loan to 

Property Value, in this instance 12/110ths - 

expressed as 10.9 per cent of Property Value.

• No repayments of interest or capital needed 

during the term of loan.

• Property Value at time of sale, say in five years 

from now, £160,000.(independent revaluation 

required – current cost £40.00)

 Amount to redeem example loan is 10.9 per cent 

of value = £17,480. (including revaluation fee)

• If the property is sold in 7 years time, for say 

£200,000, the amount redeemable would be 

£21,840 (including revaluation fee) 

• If the property value falls, the amount 

redeemable to the loan at any time will be 

£12,040. (including revaluation fee) 

The APR per cent is variable. Once the loan is 

agreed, the work is commissioned, monitored, 

checked and signed off by a local authority or home 

improvement agency. 

With no repayments of capital and/or interest due 

on a regular basis, there is little risk of default. A 

guarantee of ‘no-repossession’ is offered, providing 

the borrower continues to live in the property as 

their principle residence.
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Low-risk lifeline

The scheme provides an ethical and low-risk lifeline 

to older homeowners and others who are ‘house 

rich cash poor’. While the value of their homes has 

risen rapidly in recent years, they do not have the 

money to pay for maintenance and repairs, nor are 

they able to access mainstream finance.

The revolving loan funds have risen to £6.5 million 

as the scheme has grown and more partners have 

become involved. The total is expected to rise to £8 

million by the end of March 2006. Repaid loans go 

back into the pot and are recycled into new loans.

Home ownership accounts for 70 per cent of the UK 

housing market, and much of it is in poor shape. 

Indeed, the 2003 English House Condition Survey 

revealed widespread physical problems in the 

private sector where 4.2 million owner occupied 

homes (27.7 per cent) failed to meet the decent 

homes standard. Mercian and other housing 

associations, have a large market to tap into and a 

huge task ahead of them in delivering decent homes 

in the private sector. Special vehicles like ART 

Homes can help them do it. 

KEY FACTS

• ART Homes has completed loans worth more 

than £2 million.

• Enquiries and applications in the pipeline 

amount to almost £6m.

• Loans now average £12,000 and range from 

£3,000 to £30,000+. 

• Interest charged on secured, basic, capital and 

interest loans is base rate +1.5 per cent.

• A portfolio of products can be tailored to suit 

the needs of the local authority.

• The ‘partner’ authorities are committed to 

make about 1,300 case referrals to ART Homes 

in 2005.

• ART Homes work is supported by revolving 

funds that stand at about £6.5 million (Sept 

05) and are expected to rise to around £8 mil-

lion by the end March 2006.

Case Study: Aston Reinvestment Trust

The Aston Reinvestment Trust (ART) is a pioneering 

community development finance institution. Set 

up in 1997, it lends money to small businesses and 

social enterprises in the most disadvantaged areas 

of Birmingham and Solihull.

It has made more than 200 loans worth £3.3 million, 

creating 347 news jobs and safeguarding 783 

existing ones. 2003-04 was a record year for ART. It 

made 56 loans worth £820,000.
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It has helped many organisations, among them 

the 3 C’s Fostering Agency; Salon Express Ltd, a 

company that makes black hair-care products; Betel 

Pad, a telephone answering service; Betel of Britain, 

a registered charity that works from a Christian 

perspective to support recovery from addiction; 

Future Health and Social Care Ltd; and Motoring4 

Ltd, motor traders.

Sweeney and Blocksidge is among the several small 

engineering companies it has supported. 

• ART raises funding from a variety of sources 

including NatWest and Barclays banks’ charitable 

foundations such as Esmée Fairbairn and Polden 

Puckham, local authorities, the EU, the Phoenix 

Fund and other public sector sources.

Case Study: London Rebuilding Society

The London Rebuilding Society (LRS), a community 

development finance institution based in Hackney, 

has won £5.7 million from the Government’s Invest 

to Save Budget to pilot an innovative housing 

investment project in Newham. The grant will 

support a three-year programme that will see a 

potential investment of £8.3 million in unfit homes  

in the London Borough of Newham. 

This alternative equity release product, which has 

been developed with the support of the Housing 

Associations Charitable Trust (HACT), is leading 

a partnership backed by Newham Council, HBOS 

Charitable Foundation, two leading lenders and 

other key housing agencies. 

The initiative will help many low income and 

vulnerable homeowners in the East End borough 

by providing repairs, preventative maintenance 

and energy efficiency services in exchange for up 

to a 10 per cent share in the equity of their homes. 

The equity will be pooled and shares offered to 

investors, who will share in the increased value and 

future appreciation of homes in the scheme. The 

scheme has been modelled to align the interests 

of homeowners and investors and is seen as an 

alternative to buy to let

Homeowners will receive a free home inspection 

and report on their repair needs, and the 

partnership will take over the responsibility for 

ensuring that their homes are well maintained. 

Owners will benefit from the uplift in the value of 

their homes and recover the percentage of equity 

they swapped from rising property prices in future 

years. 

LRS research in Newham revealed that many 

homeowners have difficulty understanding their 

home repair needs and finding reliable builders. 

It also found the impact of loans or grants tended 

to be short lived, because very few homeowners 

understand the need for preventative maintenance 

and even fewer carried it out.
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‘We believe providing preventative maintenance 

will not only prevent homes from sliding back into a 

state of disrepair, but save money and resources by 

preventing minor repairs becoming major and costly 

operations’, says Warren Garrett of LRS. 

KEY FACTS

1) The LRS initiative is survey and inspection-

driven and leaves little scope for cowboy 

practices. 

2) The provision of ongoing maintenance after 

investment to decent homes plus standard 

prevents improved homes slipping back into 

disrepair.

3) By creating a secondary market in housing 

equity it offers social and private investors 

the opportunity to buy shares in a portfolio of 

well-maintained homes and to share in the 

appreciation of their value.

4) It seeks to ensure that customers take full 

advantage of grants available to improve their 

homes, among them Disabled Facilities Grants 

and Warm Front Grants.

5) It creates investment opportunities in social 

enterprises (such as home improvement 

agencies) to provide repairs, maintenance and 

energy efficiency services.

6) It develops long-term relationships with 

homeowners and provides a simple mechanism 

for the release of further equity to buy more 

home improvements and other services, among 

them gardening, cleaning and occasional care 

packages.  
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Case Study: Wessex Reinvestment Trust Group

Wessex Reinvestment Trust Group, which has also 

been supported by HACT, has brought together 

ten local authorities in the South West and pooled 

their £2.5million capital allocation for home 

improvement grants to deliver low cost loans to 

older and vulnerable homeowners.  First loans were 

made in March 2005.

Clients are referred to the Trust Group by one the 

local authorities or one of the network of home 

improvement agencies that is supporting the 

scheme. All loans are secured by an equitable 

charge.

Three loan products are on offer:

(1) Low interest capital repayment loan 

• Fixed annual interest rate of 3 per cent 

• Flexible amount but maximum level of £15,000

• Term limited to maximum of 15 years

(2) Interest only Loan 

• Fixed annual interest rate of 3 per cent 

• Flexible amount but maximum level of £15,000 

• Available to qualifying clients aged 65 or more

• No capital repayments until property sold

• Secured by Equitable Mortgage (no possession 

rights or FSA regulation).

WRTG has an arrangement with a bank to borrow 

funds to supplement the local authorities’ capital 

pot for capital repayment and interest only loans. 

This borrowing is on hold while WRTG goes through 

the notification process to ensure compliance with 

the EU state aid legislation requirements. When 

approved, this arrangement will supplement the 

councils’ capital by 25 per cent.

(3) Commercial loan

• £15,000 or more from Commercial Equity Release 

provider

• WRTG role limited to use of recommended IFA

The third loan model draws in private funding for 

the scheme and allows WRTG to concentrate the 

public funds on those in greatest need.

WRTG meets most of its running costs through an 

annual subscription fee and a loan-delivery fee paid 

by the local authorities. A panel of Independent 

Financial Advisors offers advice to clients and acts 

as a referral mechanism for those clients who, 

because of their financial circumstances, require 

commercial equity release products. A 2 per cent 

bad debt provision is allowed for in the financial 

forecasts. 
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Introduction

The Places for People Group is the largest housing 

and regeneration agency in the UK with over 56,000 

properties across England, Wales and Scotland.

Steve Mather, the Managing Director of PfP 

Regeneration describes how a commitment to 

tackling the issue of financial exclusion evolved 

within the Group but adds ‘We knew that with such 

a large number of customers, across over 200 Local 

Authority areas, with 25 local offices and 1700 staff, 

developing an integrated approach to financial 

inclusion would not be easy.’

Over the past twelve months, financial inclusion 

has gathered increasing currency and there have 

been a number of significant policy drivers that 

have impacted upon this area of work, for example, 

the decision by Government not to apply a cap on 

interest rates and the launching of the Financial 

Inclusion Fund.  PfP has been through a huge 

learning curve which has resulted in the strategy 

and underpinning action plan needing to be 

continually reviewed and updated. 

The starting point for PfP was the recognition that 

financial inclusion issues, including extortionate 

home-collected credit and over-indebtedness, were 

affecting both individual customers and broader 

communities and that a large-scale and strategic 

response was needed.   It was felt that although 

it was possible to quantify the cost of financial 

inclusion, it was not possible to quantify the 

devastating effect that debt can have on individuals, 

families and communities.

The Strategy and Action Plan

In 2003, PfP secured a Housing Corporation 

“Innovation and Good Practice grant” and 

commissioned Community Finance Solutions (CFS) 

at the University of Salford to develop a Financial 

Inclusion Strategy for PfP.

This strategic approach identified that an effective 

response to financial exclusion ideally involves 

drawing together the following products and 

services in each area where PfP has stock : 

• Basic bank accounts as the first step towards 

engagement with mainstream financial services

• Affordable and appropriate insurance products 

such as those covering home contents  

• Financial literacy training to increase 

understanding of money issues and allow 

informed decision-making and planning

• Affordable credit as an alternative to the 

corrosive dependence on extortionate lending

• Debt advice for those experiencing 

unmanageable levels of debt

• Income maximisation advice to ensure all 

correct legal entitlements have been claimed

• Suitable savings products to allow the 

opportunity to build assets 

A way for other Group Housing 
associations: Places for People Strategy
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It was acknowledged that this holistic approach 

could not be delivered by PfP in isolation and that 

it required the drawing together of a range of local 

partners and a variety of funding streams.

It was also clear that PfP would need additional 

staffing resource to develop and manage this 

approach.  The appointment of PfP’s Financial 

Inclusion Manager, Dawn Eckersley-Wright, was 

significant in increasing internal expertise and 

developing appropriate external partnerships.  One 

of Dawn’s key roles was the drawing together of 

PfP’s existing initiatives such as the provision of 

a debt pack for customers, the implementation of 

an Affordable Warmth Strategy and a number of 

geographically focussed financial inclusion projects. 

Since implementation of the approach began PfP 

has climbed a steep learning curve, resulting in 

the strategy and underpinning action plan being 

continually reviewed and updated.

  

PfP had also gained priceless experience from 

previous involvement in a number of local 

initiatives such as the Woolwich Open Plan in Leeds 

and Bradford, the Darlington Helping Hands Savings 

and Loans Scheme and the Gorton Gateway, a DfES 

funded community finance and learning initiative 

pilot.  PfP has also worked closely with a number of 

Credit Unions and CDFIs in areas where they have 

significant stock concentrations. 

In December 2004, the Treasury Pre-Budget Report, 

Promoting Financial Inclusion, announced the 

establishment of the Financial Inclusion Fund.  

PfP closely monitored the evolving policy and 

positioned itself strongly to access elements of this 

funding for the benefit of PfP’s customers.

A strong focus for Government has been the 

provision of face-to-face money advice services 

and PfP has developed, in partnership with Citizens 

Advice, an innovative model of advice provision. 

‘We have responded to the commitment we have 

seen from Government to deliver money advice 

through non-traditional routes and to clients groups 

who have historically proved difficult to engage’, 

says Steve Mather. ‘As a social landlord we often 

house vulnerable people on low incomes and we 

know, from the occurrence of arrears that many 

quickly experience financial problems that affect 

their ability to sustain a tenancy. We have made it 

our objective to deliver independent, Quality Mark 

advice services to our customers who most need 

it and at key times in the tenancy allocation and 

arrears escalation processes.’

‘We are also delivering detailed financial inclusion 

training to our housing staff’, says Steve. ‘Our 

frontline staff see the financial problems our 

customers experience manifested as arrears and 

enforcement action. We want to develop their 

understanding of the issue so they can work with 
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regeneration colleagues to implement responses 

that build on their expertise and are sensitive to the 

local context.’

‘Effective financial inclusion work benefits 

individual customers and is good for Places for 

People’, argues Dawn. ‘In the longer term, the 

most effective way to ensure rent payments is to 

improve the financial capability of our customers 

and to develop alternative sources of credit to the 

expensive door step lenders on which many of our 

customers rely.’

The business case behind PfP’s approach is 

articulated within the strategy, which is now 

available to other associations.  Historically, too 

much financial inclusion activity has been ad hoc, 

with the same mistakes replicated in different parts 

of the country by different organisations.  Larger 

housing associations can shorten their learning 

curve for their own benefit, their partners’ benefit 

and, most importantly, their customers’ benefit by 

embracing the strategy’s recommendations. 

Key Challenge – Provision of affordable credit

Provision of affordable credit for small personal 

loans, to offer an alternative to the extortionate 

doorstep lenders was a key element of the strategy, 

however, it has proved a significant challenge.   PfP 

has identified a range of local partner agencies 

such as credit unions and community development 

finance institutions (CDFI) that could potentially 

offer a service to PfP’s customers. 

However, in many areas where PfP owns housing 

stock there is no credit union or CDFI. Where these 

organisations are in operation they are sometimes 

too small to take on the challenge of offering 

a service to PfP’s customers, or geographical 

restrictions imposed by their funders mean their 

service cannot be offered to PfP’s customers in the 

locality. 

‘Credit unions are rarely able to offer the quick 

access to loans that make the use of doorstep 

lenders so convenient’, comments Steve Mather, 

adding ‘The requirement to save for twelve weeks 

before borrowing is often not possible for people in 

the most urgent need to borrow’. ‘Although some 

credit unions are moving towards removing this 

restriction, many are not able to as their primary 

obligation is to protect the savings of their members 

by lending only to people who have demonstrated 

the ability to make regular payments’.

‘We have examined the CDFI model in a range of 

contexts’, explains Steve and ‘although many offer 

an excellent service, we recognise that this model 

has yet to demonstrate long term sustainability.’

Steve concedes that sustainability remains the most 

challenging aspect of providing affordable credit. 
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‘While we recognise the excellent work of credit 

unions and the moneylines, we need to develop 

a service that can be offered to our customers 

throughout the country.  We’re still considering 

a number of options and I know we’ll get there.  

Financial inclusion is too important to Places for 

People to leave to chance.’

Next Steps

A year on and PfP admit they are still learning.  

‘The original Strategy is being updated,’ says Steve 

Mather ‘we are increasingly interested in integrating 

our additional services with our core offering.  We 

want our customers to prosper and to have a long 

term relationship with PfP, we believe financial 

services, in tandem with other provision, can help 

achieve this’.  

PfP recently announced the development of a 

financial services organisation, which will provide 

a range of financial products and greater choice 

to PfP’s customers.  This approach will not only 

promote financial inclusion but it will support a 

number of core PfP objectives including increasing 

access to home ownership.  

Aligning the financial inclusion activity with the 

development of a broad range of profitable financial 

products, which can underpin the essential non-

income generating services such as advice and 

financial literacy, will provide a unique and they 

hope, an ultimately sustainable response to the 

financial inclusion issue.

   

A National Approach to Promoting Financial 

Inclusion is available from: 

The Places for People Group, 4 The Pavilions, Port 

Way Preston PR2 2YB

Further information from Steve Mather, Places for 

People Group

Telephone: 0161 875 1468

E-mail: steve.mather@pfp-group.co.uk

KEY FACTS

• The Places for People Group is the largest RSL 

in the country - 56,000 properties across over 

200 local authorities

• Places for People works with a number of 

community finance initiatives and three 

credit unions in areas where PfP has a stock 

concentration. 

• It offers its customers a range of financial 

services including a debt advice pack and 

house contents insurance

• PfP operation and dispersed stock means it 

has to take a strategic approach 

• It has launched a strategic programme to deal 

with financial exclusion among its customers 

backed by a three-year action plan. This will 

be delivered by a dedicated Financial Inclusion 

Manger

• PfP aims to develop Centre of Excellence
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Case study: East Lancs Moneyline

East Lancs Moneyline (ELM) is one of the first wave 

of community development finance initiatives 

(CDFIs). It has made more than 2500 loans worth 

£1.8 million since it was set up in Blackburn in 2002. 

About £900,000 has been repaid and bad debts of 

£180,000 have been written off. The percentage of 

bad debts is falling as the organisation becomes 

more experienced.

Supported by Places for People, Accent, Twin Valley 

and Space housing associations. ELM has grown 

rapidly, opening branch offices in Accrington (2003), 

Bury (2004) and Burnley (2005). The number of loans 

made annually has risen from 500 in 2002 to an 

expected 1200 in 2005. 

Personal loans account for the lion’s share of the 

business. Last year, for example, of 1000 loans 

made, only 25 were to businesses and about the 

same number for home improvement. However, by 

value these areas of ELM’s business contribute up a 

much bigger percentage of the turnover and make 

an important contribution to the balance sheet. 

With Christians Against Poverty, ELM offers debt 

advice to people in financial difficulty and it 

provides financial education in schools with match 

funding from the legal services commission.

Recently, ELM took another step towards 

sustainability when it acquired its own sort code 

by opening a savings service in partnership with 

Halifax Bank of Scotland (HBOS). Customers can 

save weekly or monthly by direct debit when 

they make their loan repayments. To ensure the 

widest possible access for customers there are no 

minimum savings amount restrictions. Interest is 

credited quarterly, and two withdrawals a year are 

allowed.

Launched in January 2005 without any fanfares, the 

service had signed up 75 customers by the middle of 

March. ‘About 95 per cent of our customers pay by 

direct debit’, says  ELM Manager, Ian Clough, “and I 

am confident we will have 700 savers by the end of 

the year. This really is a big breakthrough for us.”

Case Study: Financial Inclusion South Yorkshire 

(FISY) – a one-stop service

Places for People have a representative on the board 

of FISY, which opened its doors for business in 

October 2004. By the end of February 2005 the new 

service had interviewed 300 potential customers 

and made 160 loans.

The organisation works from a one-stop money-

shop, which also houses a credit union with a 

common bond embracing the whole of Sheffield, 

and an umbrella body, Financial Inclusion 



39

Services Yorkshire, that is responsible for strategy, 

promotion, financial advice and literacy. Barclays 

Bank contributed towards the core funding for the 

development of the new service.

‘Addressing poverty and exclusion is at the core 

of the work housing associations do.  Providing 

a home is a critical part of that work but is not 

in itself enough.  It is the poorest people in our 

society who are excluded from the mainstream 

financial services that most of us take for 

granted.  Being ‘in business for neighbourhoods’ 

means that housing associations are increasingly 

looking at other services that support their 

residents and communities.  Providing these 

financial services is a critical part of ensuring 

neighbourhood stability.’

David Orr, Chief Executive, National Housing 

Federation
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Time spent with the housing associations and CFIs 

engaged in the case studies have highlighted a 

number of generic lessons.

(1) Community banking services recognise 

they need a large customer base, if they are 

to be sustainable. CHANGE has a housing 

association resident base of about 123,000 

people. South Coast Money Line (SCML) 

is expanding into the coastal area from 

Southampton to Hastings, which has a huge 

potential customer base. Sandwell Advice and 

Moneylink (SAM) has aspirations to roll out 

across the West Midlands.

(2) At the same time they must provide a local 

service from, friendly, High Street premises, 

where possible within walking distance of 

their customers.

(3) Close links with credit unions have been a 

hallmark of CFIs from the outset. In the case 

of SAM, they have developed further into 

partnerships to provide a range of community 

banking services. This seems a logical way 

forward in those areas with established credit 

unions.

(4) Setting interest rates and understanding 

where the competition is coming from.  The 

perceived wisdom is that interest rates need 

to be set in the mid-20s, if CFIs are to be 

sustainable. Andy Chaplin at CHANGE thinks 

the figure is probably nearer to 30 per cent, 

which is what High Street banks charge 

high-risk clients, if charges and insurance are 

taken into consideration. The public and the 

media need to be reminded constantly that 

this is much lower than the rates charged 

by the Provident (176 per cent advertised on 

their web-site) and others. 

(5)  Sustained housing association support and 

financial aid has been critical in most cases, 

and housing associations have to realise that 

if they get involved they are in a for a long 

haul. CHANGE, for instance, has spent more 

than four years setting up and SAM five years.  

(6) Even after CFIs have been established 

growth can be slow.  A few, such as East 

Lancs Moneyline expand rapidly, but most 

take time to become accepted and used by 

the community. It is therefore unsurprising 

that many CFIs tend to be ‘cash hungry’.  If 

they are set up as professional organisations 

they will require paid staff and premises.  

Consequently, it will be a number of years 

before earned income on interest from 

loans substantially covers these costs.  They 

also need a sufficient capital lending pot to 

generate the earned income. 

(7) Set realistic budgets and targets.  Over 

Key Learning Points
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ambitious targets is demoralizing for staff 

and directors of CFIs.  They also impact 

negatively on the image of any supporting 

housing association.

(8) About 60 housing associations are now 

involved in this work, which fits well into the 

National Housing Federation’s iNBiz agenda. 

(9) Advice alone can make a huge impact as Fair 

Finance Ltd has found in London.  This needs 

to be recognised as a separately accounted for 

activity.

(10) Money lent by CFIs goes a long way. It is lent, 

paid back and recycled again and again. This 

differs from grants, which can only be spent 

once.  

(11) Loans focus attention on the importance of 

tenants’ disposable income.  While promotion 

of benefits is necessary, encouraging tenants 

to move from high-cost doorstep lenders to 

affordable credit improves their net income.  

This additional money could be either saved 

or spent in local stores, helping to maintain 

the local economy.

(12) Great potential in Housing Improvement 

Loans, now that grants have been phased out. 

Regional schemes, like that involving Wessex 

Reinvestment Trust Group, could be replicated 

across the country. These loans could also be 

used to help housing co-ops improve empty 

homes passed onto them by local authorities. 

(13) Need to look at other forms of cultural 

lending in areas with significant BME 

communities. Fair Finance have been leading 

this field but every participant needs to 

ensure they serve all their tenants’

(14) Places for People found that attracting 

sufficient, potential suitable staff for work 

in financial inclusion was difficult. There is 

also a need to persuade banks and building 

societies to second staff at all levels to CFIs. 

If the movement grows, training would be 

required, which could be through a joint 

venture by University of Salford and the NHF 

under iNBiz umbrella.

 

(15) Housing associations are engaged in 

financial inclusion projects both for altruistic 

and business reasons. Most believe that 

financially included tenants are more likely to 

be stable tenants and are more likely to pay 

their rents. 

(16) Marketing the products of the CFI is crucial.  

Don’t let demonstrating the social case get in 

front of promoting services to clients.  
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(17) In all the case studies the housing 

associations have been the crucial 

stakeholders that have helped draw 

others in. Housing associations should not 

underestimate the influence they have 

within their community. Due to their size, 

and extensive borrowing for new housing 

development, they can also help draw in 

mainstream banks as partners.

(18) PfP argue that engaging in financial inclusion 

is an opportunity to understand how tenants 

live their lives.  Many other social factors, 

such as health and preparing for retirement, 

can be ascertained from consumption and 

savings patterns.  With this information 

housing associations can use financial 

inclusion strategies to help inform tenants 

about a range of other issues.

(19) Engagement in CFIs and delivering a financial 

inclusion agenda should be integrated in 

rent arrears systems.  A fair and supportive 

system helps clients get the best advice and 

may avoid the cost of legal action

(20) Finally, the case studies have shown that 

size doesn’t matter.  Housing associations 

of all sizes can all do something to improve 

financial inclusion and innovation is not 

automatically limited to the big players.  

After all, the initial leaders in this field were 

Cambridge Housing Society and Portsmouth 

Housing Association.
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Recommendations

What can housing associations do?

(1) Offer advice and support

• Give financial support to independent debt 

advice services.

• Offer office space and facilities for debt advice 

sessions

• Signpost residents to debt advice services

• Train housing association staff to identify 

residents at risk of debt problems and know 

where to refer them.

• Offer appropriate financial literacy training to 

help residents improve their budgeting and avoid 

high-risk loans that are a major contributor to 

debt and potentially, rent arrears.

• Raise awareness of financial exclusion issues 

and debt advice services through newsletters 

and web sites etc.

• Redesign arrears policies to ensure they do not 

cause greater financial exclusion.

(2) Promote new community finance initiatives

• Engage in government initiatives aimed at 

tackling finance exclusion, like the Financial 

Inclusion Fund, Savings Gateway and the 

Department of Trade & Industry Debt Advice 

Programme.

• Work with banks and mutual building societies 

to promote the take-up of mainstream financial 

services, such as basic bank accounts or savings 

accounts.

• Raise awareness of the role of local credit unions, 

provide guidance on how to join and develop 

partnerships for the mutual benefit of both 

organisations.

• Develop new community financial services, like 

Community Development Finance Institutions 

(CDFIs) in partnership with others.

• Invest share capital in community finance 

projects to provide money for on lending to 

residents or by depositing a guarantee fund. 

• Offer advice and training alongside these new 

community finance products.
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