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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Black and minority ethnic housing associations are now an established part of social
housing provision in England. There are 64 such associations registered with the
Housing Corporation, around half of which own less than 200 units. They are found
mainly in the conurbations, and London itself accounts for a high proportion – including
the ‘big three’ BME associations which together own or manage over 8,000 homes.

Most BME associations are relatively young organisations set up in the 1980s, but they
have grown to be a significant and varied part of the housing association sector. The 23
largest manage 20,800 units with a gross turnover of £82 million and gross assets of £1.2
billion. The largest BME associations are in a position to compete with mainstream
developing associations; the smallest remain community-based, often serving very
specific needs and/or a specific geographical area.

The Housing Corporation’s first strategy for promoting BME associations dates from
1986, but there were already a number of BME associations registered before that date.
Successive strategies have continued to promote their growth, although since 1996 there
has been a considerable shift in the focus of the Corporation’s BME strategy. It has
become less concerned with the promotion of BME associations and more concerned
with ensuring that BME needs are met more generally by all housing associations 

The Housing Corporation’s last major evaluations of the performance of the BME
associations were carried out during 1995-8 and were published as Black and minority
ethnic housing associations (Source 16, 1996) and A level playing field? – Rents, viability and
value in BME housing associations (joint report with JRF, 1998). More recently, the focus has
been on policy development, such as the establishment by ODPM and the Corporation
of a financial package to assist with rent restructuring, and a review of governance and
management published as Black and minority ethnic housing associations: the challenge of
growth and viability (Source 69, 2003).

On race and housing more generally, the Corporation initiated a substantial programme
of research when it launched its 1998 BME policy. This was published in three reports –
A question of diversity (Source 43, 2000) investigated staff aspirations and progression, 
A question of delivery (Source 50, 2001) reviewed service delivery, A question of investment
(Source 54, 2002) considered the targeting and allocation of development. The first two
reports were submitted as evidence to the Race and Housing Inquiry.

The Housing Corporation is this year (2004) undertaking a review of its black and
minority ethnic housing policy. The work presented in this report has been
commissioned by the Corporation in the context of the coming review. Although based
to a significant extent on three pieces of background research, the aim is not so much to
present hard research data as to gather and then evaluate evidence and opinions on a set
of questions and issues which are highly relevant to the future of BME associations and
hence to the Corporation’s impending review. The intention is to encourage a debate
which will feed into the review itself and help to inform its outcome.

The report has ten chapters. Chapter 2 is an executive summary with the main
conclusions from the report. The three commissioned pieces of research on which the
report is based are described in chapter 3. Their full findings are available separately as
web-based documents. 

Introduction1



Chapters 4-8 each deal with a key theme concerning the future of BME housing
associations: their definition and role, performance and viability, capacity to grow and
diversify and the role of groups and partnerships. These chapters are generally divided
into two parts, the first with the main findings from the research, the second with
discussion of those findings and consideration of future possibilities.

The last two chapters look more generally at the future of BME housing associations.
Chapter 9 considers the roles of local and central government (including, most
importantly, the Housing Corporation) in supporting them, and makes
recommendations for the form of that support. The final chapter sets out some possible
scenarios for the future – based on the often conflicting trends and opportunities
identified in the research.

It can be seen that the emphasis of the report is not on research results – which are fully
available separately – but on discussion of possibilities and potentially viable options for
the future of BME associations. The report attempts both to say what the options are
and, where possible, propose ways forward. Although this discussion is informed by the
research, it inevitably reflects the views which the research team has developed in the
course of doing the work, particularly in the course of discussions with the advisory
group and with a great number of chief executives of BME associations and others in the
wider housing world.

T H E  F U T U R E  O F  B M E  H A s
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What is the distinctive role of BME housing associations?
There are various arguments for the distinctiveness of BME housing associations: the key
one is the nature of the service they provide to BME communities. It might be argued
that, because the majority of BME tenants are housed by mainstream associations, this
role is not important. However, not only is the role itself significant in the places where
BME associations operate, it is also crucial as a model for mainstream associations, many
of whom can still be criticised as not having done enough to make their services
culturally sensitive.

The future of BME associations is part of a wider question about how rigorously the
regulators (the Housing Corporation and Audit Commission) pursue change in the
sector as a whole, in its approach to BME communities. As part of its review of BME
policy, the Corporation should examine how it expects to use the expertise of BME
associations as benchmarking models and in capacity building and how this fits in with
wider race equality policies.

Do they reflect the BME communities they serve?
If serving BME communities is critical, and who runs the association is an important test
of its character, does the one reflect the other? Evidence suggests that BME associations
are very successful in attracting board members, staff and tenants from BME
communities. Indeed, giving leadership and employment opportunities to BME groups
is a key achievement. 

But the associations may be less good at adapting to changes in the communities they
serve – especially in reflecting the needs of new or emerging BME groups. Some have
started to cater for new groups or work in different areas but others have not. This is an
important challenge for the future.

Should BME housing association still be separately ‘labelled’?
Reviewing the arguments for continuing to have an identifiable sub-sector based on the
current BME housing associations, the report concludes that there is still a case for a
distinctive ‘label’. It is needed as the basis for any continuing support for the sub-sector
and in any event BME associations will probably continue to see themselves as an
interest group. 

But the associations also need to consider how their collective role and image should
develop. The research found common strands, particularly around fighting
discrimination and delivering focused services to communities. However, there is no real
vision of what their collective role and image might be in future. We strongly believe that
the BME associations have to debate how best to take forward their collective future and
how they ‘brand’ themselves. 

Many argued for a different or stronger national forum for BME associations. There is a
clear need for a body which lobbies on their behalf, develops and argues for a vision of
their future role and promotes their achievements. There may be a case, if BME
associations want it, for the NHF and CIH to take a more active role in encouraging and
supporting such a body to emerge.

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
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If so, how should they be defined?
Few people interviewed were content with the current definition of a BME association
(based on board membership) but there was also little consensus for practical change.
Many argued for a change based on the ethos of the associations, but this is difficult to
define or assess satisfactorily. One option considered was a definition based on
promoting the associations as ‘BME’ or ‘black’ businesses, reflected in board
membership or senior staff composition (or both), with a lower threshold test for the
bulk of the staff.

But because of the lack of consensus it may be advisable to leave the definition as it is,
concentrate on other issues about the future of BME associations, and return to the
definition issue at a later date.

An alternative would be to move to self-definition, so that BME associations define
themselves. They would have to demonstrate clearly that they were BME-led and that
they had a commitment to BME communities and/or were providing specialist services. 

Are BME associations good performers?
There is no evidence of better or worse performance overall when comparing BME with
mainstream associations. The evidence would appear to support neither their champions
nor their critics. The differences are between individual associations whatever their
background, and geographical similarities are much more pronounced than BME versus
mainstream.

And are they viable businesses?
BME associations clearly face some potential threats to their financial viability, of which
the greatest is rent restructuring. Those outside London are most vulnerable. Apart from
this important factor, however, it would be wrong to suggest that the BME sub-sector is
financially weaker than mainstream associations.

Do they have capacity for new development?
There is mixed evidence on the extra capacity of BME associations, as might be expected
given the range of sizes of organisation and their locations. A small number are in the
vanguard of new development; some have little or no capacity to develop; most are
somewhere in between.

Except for the three large London associations, capacity for new development is limited
and will remain so. This conclusion is reinforced by analysis of the likely impact of the
Corporation’s new investment regime.

In that case, how can BME associations grow?
Stock transfer is the most likely route for future expansion. There are three main areas:

• Transfers arising from new development. It is vital that in the Corporation’s new
investment regime there is a presumption that developing associations will involve
BME associations in the on-going management and/or ownership of new stock.

• Local authority transfers offer a vital opportunity which can only be fully taken up
if all the relevant agencies make the effort to ensure that this is high on the list of
authorities’ considerations in making transfer plans.

• Transfers of managed stock. The Housing Corporation should be less equivocal
about such transfers, and explore ways of ensuring that all – or as much as possible –
of the currently-managed stock is transferred to BME associations within, say, 
five years.

T H E  F U T U R E  O F  B M E  H A s
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What scope is there for diversification?
There are four main areas of opportunity:

• partnerships in which BME and mainstream associations work together to improve
the cultural sensitivity of mainstream associations’ services;

• a role in neighbourhood renewal;

• taking part in community cohesion strategies;

• work with asylum seekers and refugees.

There are already examples of BME associations diversifying in these ways but more of
them should explore these opportunities.

Can partnership working be improved?
Partnerships of different kinds with other associations are integral to the future of BME
associations. Yet partnerships with mainstream associations are fraught with difficulties.
Suggestions for improved partnership working, particularly in relation to new
development, include:

• ways of encouraging the developing association to understand the BME association’s
business and values; 

• secondments between a BME association and the developing association’s
development team; 

• better training for BME association staff and board members in development and
development finance;

• agreements which make clear the expectations of both parties and how the lead
partner will service the relationship; 

• reviewing experience at the end of each project.

The attitude of mainstream associations will also have an important impact on the
success or otherwise of the BME sub-sector and many of them need to adopt a more
positive attitude to BME associations.

Should BME associations join group structures? 
Although controversial, group structures seem to have saved some BME associations
from extinction, arguably not at the cost of their identity and role. But the financial
advantages of group membership, which may exist, could not be found as part of this
study. Many BME associations are opposed to group structures. For those in trouble,
however, the alternative may well be merger with a larger association – with even more
loss of identity.

Attitudes might change if mainstream groups and their prospective BME members could
demonstrate benefits and strengthened identity as part of a group: for example, if the
BME HA were to grow substantially through the group, or were to act as a visible
catalyst for cultural change in the group generally.

Are there alternatives to joining mainstream groups?
One possibility is to create new joint relationships, possibly between BME associations –
perhaps as a way of entering new markets. For example:

• small-but-strong landlords (BME or mainstream) could form alliances and working
relationships with similar organisations for mutual benefit;

• within a region, BME associations could preserve their own local base by forming a
group structure with other regional BME associations, thus reinforcing a BME ethos.

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
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If wider partnerships between BME and mainstream associations develop out of 
the new investment system, longer-term structures may emerge that offer some 
of the advantages of group membership while protecting the separate identity of the
partners. 

How should local authorities support BME associations?
Support for BME associations from local authorities would be stronger if they: 

• recognise the contribution BME associations can make to housing and other local
strategies; 

• actively consider their potential in partial and whole stock transfers;

• involve BME associations as development partners or subsequent managers in new
schemes;

• argue for the potential role of BME associations in wider regeneration;

• broker rationalisation of HA stock which could involve local BME associations
gaining a better stock holding;

• offer specific capacity building support for BME associations in the form of
secondments of staff and revenue funding.

However the new investment regime may reduce the role of local authorities and their
ability to promote BME associations.

What are the Housing Corporation and Government’s roles in relation
to BME associations?
The Corporation’s review should be clear about its aims for BME associations. Policy
should aim both to protect their current role and encourage them to diversify and
expand their capacity. The Corporation should:

• restate its commitment to “maintain a vibrant BME housing sector to ensure continuing
diversity and choice”;

• consider how it expects to use BME associations as benchmarking models, and how
this fits with wider race equality duties and policies;

• promote the wider potential of BME associations to meet the government’s aims for
community cohesion;

• show how it will build the future capacity of BME associations.

In doing the latter the Corporation should:

• ensure that partnership programme associations involve BME associations in on-
going management and/or ownership of new stock; 

• commit itself to publishing the impact of its investment decisions on the BME
association sub sector;

• consider identifying BME associations capable of becoming programme partners and
helping them to achieve partner status;

• explore ways of ensuring that as much as possible of the currently-managed stock is
transferred to BME associations within five years;

• with the ODPM, make an explicit commitment to promote local authority transfers to
BME associations.

T H E  F U T U R E  O F  B M E  H A s
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What alternative futures are there for BME housing associations?
Three possible scenarios for the future of BME associations are put forward:

Scenario 1: Current trends continue
Support for BME housing associations is limited to a ‘laissez faire’ approach on the part
of local and central government. Under this scenario many BME associations may find it
difficult to develop their business and decide to enter group structures or merge with
other associations.

Scenario 2: Active capacity building
There are strong arguments for continuing to help build capacity in BME associations, so
as to promote a continued diversity of providers. As a result there would be more
development and business diversification opportunities for BME associations, which
would be able to gear up to partnership arrangements for development and transfer. It
could eventually lead to there being less distinction between BME and mainstream
associations. 

Scenario 3: More active support shaped at regional level
The development of bigger BME associations is promoted in several regions to create
really visible BME-led organisations to nurture BME professionals, build BME capacity
and improve community cohesion. Such a scenario would involve choosing BME HA
‘winners’ in all or most regions, given support to grow with the aim of having more
BME-led programme associations.

The steps needed to fulfil these scenarios are set out in chapter 10.

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
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The findings summarised in the following chapters of this report are based substantially
on three pieces of background research. This section describes the research work itself.
The three main studies can be accessed on the CIH website (www.cih.org/policy) as
follows:

• Case Study Report (www.cih.org/policy/bmeStudy1.pdf)

• IPPR Study (www.cih.org/policy/bmeStudy2.pdf)

• HCH Study (www.cih.org/policy/bmeStudy3.pdf)

Appendix 2 lists associations included in the background research.

The Case Study Report
The Case Study Report was prepared by consultants Bob Blackaby and Raj Patel. The
‘cases’ studied were BME associations in the North West, West Midlands and London.
The research was based on a series of interviews and also on analysis of statistical
information. An essential feature of all three main background studies has been a
comparative element. In addition to interviews with, and data collection about, black
and minority ethnic housing associations, information has also been obtained from
mainstream associations. This has been included in order to explore the differences
between BME and mainstream associations – a crucial ingredient in understanding roles
and looking at the benefits of a continuing black and minority ethnic designation. More
specifically, a comparative approach has been adopted because: 

• It enables a better perspective to be obtained on the role and performance of BME
associations – compared and contrasted with those of other associations.

• Since partnerships involve at least two players, it enables a comparison between
opinions about how well partnerships are working.

• It uncovers a variety of perspectives on the future of black and minority ethnic
housing associations.

The Case Study Report used the following research methods:

• Semi-structured face to face interviews with chief executives, or other senior
managers, of 13 black and minority ethnic housing associations.

• Similar interviews with chief executives, or other senior managers, of 11 mainstream
associations working in similar areas to the 13 BME associations.

• Six semi-structured telephone interviews with local authority housing strategy and
enabling officers in areas where the 13 black and minority associations operate.

• Analysis of statistics on the housing associations’ housing stock and ethnic profiles of
boards, staff and lettings. This used a combination of data provided by the
associations and information from CORE.

• Analysis of performance indicator data on the 24 associations from the Housing
Corporation’s performance indicator website.

The IPPR Study
The second piece of background research was concerned exclusively with BME tenants’
views, and was carried out by the Institute for Public Policy Research. This qualitative
research gives insight into the different housing options and services provided for BME

T H E  F U T U R E  O F  B M E  H A s
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tenants. It explores the needs and experiences of BME tenants within both BME and
mainstream housing associations. The results draw comparisons between attitudes to
BME and mainstream associations and between services in different areas of the country.
They highlight issues that are important or problematic for BME tenants, and the
additional or different services that BME associations may provide for them. 

The research was organised in conjunction with housing associations. This enabled the
researchers to be sensitive to the dynamics of local areas (including language and
cultural differences) and to work alongside people who know the area and communities
well.

There are two case study areas – London and Manchester. In each, four housing
associations were selected as local partners: two BME and two mainstream associations
(in all cases, associations that were already part of the Case Study Report). The
researchers worked with each association to identify BME tenants to be included, decide
the best ways to hold discussions with them, set up the discussions and interviews, and
identify interpreters (where needed).

In each area researchers aimed to speak to around eight tenants from black and minority
ethnic communities. The numbers varied however between areas, for some housing
associations only a couple of tenants were included in the research, for others larger
numbers were reached (in one case over 20 tenants turned up for the discussion).
Encouraging enough people to attend a discussion group was difficult in some places. In
part this was a result of different approaches taken by housing associations and the
extent to which they had good links with tenants on the ground. 

The discussion guide for the focus groups covered:

• good and bad things about their housing association;

• their relationship with the association;

• how well the association meets their needs;

• the extent to which attention is paid to potential barriers in accessing services – for
example, language;

• the role and value of BME housing associations.

In total more than 40 BME tenants were included, from a mix of backgrounds. 

The HCH Study
The third substantial piece of research was carried out by Peter Hammond and Carol
Tilling of HACAS Chapman Hendy, and focussed on the financial viability of BME
compared with mainstream associations, and the impact of rent restructuring and other
factors such as membership of group structures. Ten BME associations were included in
the study – not coinciding with those in the other two pieces of research – and the
comparative element was provided by HCH’s experience in doing similar financial
analyses across the sector as a whole.

Long-term (30 year) financial projections were produced for each case study association.
The projections were derived from:

• the associations’ own business plan models (where available);

• five year financial forecasts (FV5 returns);

• stock condition survey costings supplied by the associations;

B A C K G R O U N D  R E S E A R C H
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• audited accounts and budgets supplied by the associations;

• RSR returns;

• private finance regulatory returns (containing details of the associations’ loan
portfolios).

The financial material was analysed and extrapolated at four levels:

• BME associations as a whole;

• associations operating mainly within the London region compared with those
elsewhere;

• associations inside and outside larger group structures;

• associations principally managing properties compared with those principally
owning properties.

Material from the HCH study is presented mainly in chapter 6.

T H E  F U T U R E  O F  B M E  H A s
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Summary

There are various arguments for the distinctiveness of BME housing associations: the key one is the
nature of the service they provide to BME communities. It might be argued that, because the majority
of BME tenants are housed by mainstream associations, this role is not important. However, not only is
the role itself significant in the places where BME associations operate, it is also crucial as a model for
mainstream associations, many of whom can still be criticised as not having done enough to make
services culturally sensitive.

The future of BME associations is part of a wider question about how rigorously the regulators pursue
change in the sector as a whole. As part of its review of BME policy, the Corporation should examine
how it expects to use the expertise of BME associations as benchmarking models and in capacity
building and how this fits in with wider race equality policies.

If serving BME communities is critical, and who runs the association is an important test of its character,
does the one reflect the other? Evidence suggests that BME associations are very successful in attracting
board members, staff and tenants from BME communities. Indeed, giving leadership and employment
opportunities to BME groups is a key achievement. 

But the associations may be less good at adapting to changes in the communities they serve – especially
in reflecting the needs of new or emerging BME groups. Some have started to cater for new groups or
work in different areas but others have not. This is an important challenge for the future.

4.1 Findings

Given that BME housing associations are essentially a sub-sector that distinguishes itself
from and is distinct from the mainstream HA sector, the issue of what their particular
role is or should be is significant both for the narrower question of how BME
associations should be defined, and for the wider question of whether having a special
sub-sector of BME associations continues to be a ‘good thing’. The findings start by
looking at what BME tenants themselves want of an association, ask whether BME
associations provide appropriate services and then whether they are better in this respect
than mainstream associations. We then consider relationships between BME associations
and communities where they work.

4.1.1 What do BME tenants want of a housing association?
One area which is likely to be especially important in distinguishing BME from
mainstream associations is in the way they relate to the BME communities they serve. As
a starting point in considering this issue, we asked tenants in the focus groups to say
what they wanted of a housing association, and then we tried to identify the particular
needs of BME tenants amongst those who took part.

Not surprisingly, BME tenants, like other tenants, primarily want to live in good housing
in nice areas and to rent from a housing association which is responsive to their needs.

T H E  R O L E  O F  B M E  H A s
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The most positive stories from BME tenants were about housing associations that were
well run and which offered good housing. The best BME-led housing associations were
those that were seen to do this as part of their focus on providing services for a particular
BME community.

Do BME tenants have particular needs that might be better met by a BME association?
When talking about BME tenants it is important to bear in mind how diverse this group
is. In addition to the obvious differences between different black and ethnic minorities in
terms of culture and religion, there are also differences according to place of birth (in
Britain or outside), how long they have lived in Britain, standards of English and whether
they are young or old. All of these factors may play a part in determining whether a BME
tenant has particular needs or requires different types of services.1

The factors that may hinder BME tenants in accessing the good housing and responsive
services that they want are:

• Language barriers. The standard of tenant’s spoken English and comprehension is
perhaps the biggest barrier that can stand in the way of them accessing good services.

• Community mix. Some tenants specifically want to live in areas with people who
share their culture and faith; others emphasise the importance of living in mixed
communities.

• Experience of racism. In the course of the research with BME tenants a number of
experiences of racial intimidation and abuse were recounted. Some were looking for
support from their housing association to tackle these problems, particularly when
the focus of the abuse was their property or it took place in their neighbourhood.

• Sensitivity to culture and faith. Some BME tenants were looking for a housing
association that was in tune with their culture and faith. In some cases this was a
matter of housing associations providing cultural events and activities. Tenants
wanted housing associations to be aware of and sensitive to events in their religious
calendar, for example Ramadan, Diwali and Eid. In other cases the focus was on the
alterations or features required in properties.

From many BME tenants’ perspectives, therefore, a good association (BME or otherwise)
would address whichever of these particular needs they or their family and friends may
have. (It is important to note however that some BME tenants did not feel that having a
housing association that was ‘culturally sensitive’ was relevant to them. This tended to be
tenants who felt ‘English’ even if they had not been born in England, or were most keen
to live in mixed communities. In this research this tended to be people who were black
British, Afro-Caribbean and African.)

4.1.2 Do BME associations offer culturally sensitive services?
Our interviews with BME HA representatives showed clearly that most case study BME
associations perceive themselves as offering a distinctive and better service to such
communities, by being more culturally aware and sensitive, more flexible, and being
regarded by the community as ‘their’ organisation. A minority had doubts on this score –
for instance because they felt they might be seen as favouring one community over
another. The comparator mainstream associations had more mixed views about how they
were perceived by BME communities and generally exhibited more uncertainty on the
issue.

T H E  F U T U R E  O F  B M E  H A s
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Tenants’ actual experiences of their housing association landlords are of course critical in
reaching views on the differences between BME and mainstream associations –
particularly the experiences of tenants from BME groups. Our focus group work
provides some limited evidence. In most cases BME tenant experiences appear to be
shaped primarily by the standard and quality of the property and area they live in,
regardless of who they rent from. BME tenants renting from the same housing
association, whether it is BME-led or not, may well have very different experiences.
Tenants talk most positively about services that are responsive, quick and good value for
money. For some tenants the fact that their housing association was BME-led was seen to
be a positive thing in helping them access the services they wanted. For others however,
who ran their housing association was not as important as the quality of service that they
received. 

One commentator from a BME association, in separate discussion, made a relevant point
about the difficulty of distinguishing between straightforward housing management and
the culturally sensitive service appropriate for BME tenants: 

“Of course all tenants, regardless of ethnicity, want a good standard of service and decent
accommodation. The research attempts to distinguish between on the one hand good basic
housing management service and on the other culturally appropriate services, as if they were
two separate entities. What it overlooks is that BME tenants often require a service whereby
housing officers have to understand the cultural background, enter into the mother tongue to
communicate and to explain rights of entitlement before getting into the ‘nitty gritty’ housing
management issues. This of course takes considerably more time.”

This study did not look at perceptions in the wider community of BME compared with
mainstream associations. One recent study did so, however, in Bradford.2 Household
surveys and focus groups covering over two hundred participants showed a widespread
lack of awareness amongst BME interviewees of the services available from housing
associations generally, or feelings that HA properties were likely to be too expensive and
therefore not available to them. Within this generally adverse perspective, however, there
were significant levels of recognition of the different nature of Bradford’s main BME
association and that it was more likely to meet the needs of the BME community. 

4.1.3 Are BME associations more culturally sensitive than mainstream ones?
When asked to compare themselves directly with mainstream associations, most of our
case study BME associations believed that BME associations had achieved significantly
more than mainstream ones in terms of race equality and diversity, and many also
thought their services were more focussed on customer needs. A smaller group thought
BME associations were indeed better but considered the differences between the two
were less marked. In strong contrast, only three interviewees from comparator
associations thought that BME associations’ race equality performance was better than
those of mainstream associations in the same area. 

The evidence from the tenant focus groups on the differences between BME and
mainstream associations in these terms is persuasive if not necessarily conclusive,
possibly because (as mentioned above) it is the quality of the house and the general
housing service that is foremost in tenants’ minds, and the particular approach of a BME
association will only be appreciated if its day to day services are of good quality. Having
said this, the focus group tenants were more positive about BME associations in terms of
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their meeting language needs, offering culturally sensitive services and dealing more
positively with racial harassment.

Some tenants felt that mainstream associations were limited in the extra effort they put
into communicating and engaging with BME tenants, and may fail to recognise the
barriers that can get in the way of them accessing good services, for example:

• Putting insufficient emphasis on communicating with people in non-English
languages and not having customer service staff who can speak different languages –
limiting the ability of tenants with poor English to access the services they need and
complain when things go wrong.

• Failing to build goodwill with particular BME communities, because of
communication obstacles – as a result the tenants may feel that they have to battle to
get the service they want or that their needs are not prioritised.

• Not addressing perceptions that people from particular BME communities are
housed in areas recognised as rundown or ‘ghettoised,’ from which they then feel
unable to escape.

• Failing to respond or be supportive enough when tenants experience racial
intimidation or abuse.

A number of tenants who felt that they had been treated well by their housing
association said it was in part due to their ability to fight their corner and be confident in
pushing for what they needed. In many cases this meant that their spoken and written
English needed to be good.

Association interviewees were also asked whether they thought that local mainstream
associations were changing to become more like BME associations. Again, responses
were polarised. Most BME association interviewees thought that mainstream
associations were not changing, or that change was more apparent than real. Such
change as was taking place was driven by meeting the demands of the Housing
Corporation rather than through real commitment. A minority, however, had a more
favourable view and believed that real change had occurred. None of the comparator
association interviewees, on the other hand, took a negative view. They generally
believed that progress is being made and that the two parts of the sector are coming
closer together in these issues. 

Interestingly, however, the questions of the two sets of interviewees about the respective
strengths and weaknesses of their organisations did tend to show more consciousness on
the part of the mainstream associations of their weaknesses in issues concerned with race
and diversity. The BME associations were correspondingly stronger in expressing their
strengths, particularly in bringing forward BME people into leadership positions and in
their role as black businesses.

These findings are not dissimilar to those in the study A Question of Delivery which
concluded that the race equality policies of mainstream associations “had not become
embedded in the culture of organisations” even though there was a general commitment to
race equality and a recognition of organisational shortcomings in this respect.3

Tenants of BME associations interviewed for the IPPR Study did tend to be aware that
they had been established to focus on the needs of BME communities. Many welcomed
the principle behind BME housing associations and had different views on what role
they had. The potential value of BME housing associations was identified as:
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• communicating with tenants in non-English languages where needed;

• building links with and tailoring services for BME communities, as well as being
sensitive to cultural and religious needs;

• being seen to be inclusive and strong on equal opportunities by championing the
voice and needs of BME communities; and,

• providing extra choice to BME communities.

For some tenants, BME associations had an important role to play in providing them
with more choice. Their argument reflected wider debates on the value of diversity and
choice in markets in enabling people to access good services. Some tenants however
went further by suggesting that BME associations provided better choices for some BME
tenants. This was either because they focused on particular types of housing or
communities (for example sheltered housing for BME tenants or large houses for Asian
families), or because they were able to access better properties than BME tenants were
able to access elsewhere. In some cases, tenants renting from non-BME housing
associations were not aware of the choices open to them or how to access them.

The tenant focus group work concluded that BME associations have a symbolic value in
promoting their focus on BME communities and showing that BME communities are
visibly represented in the make up of staff. This can send the message that the housing
association is inclusive, aware and will treat tenants from different backgrounds fairly. It
may also be a way of building ‘goodwill’ among BME communities by demonstrating
that they recognise and understand their needs. However, BME housing associations do
not have a monopoly on being seen to be inclusive and diverse. Some tenants of
mainstream associations also pointed to the mixed ethnicity of staff working for their
association. 

4.1.4 Do BME housing associations encourage or create divided 
communities? 

A key issue that cropped up in the tenant focus group work is whether housing
associations that were seen to single out and focus on the needs of particular BME
communities were in danger of encouraging segregation or unnecessary separation from
‘mainstream’ communities. Some people argued that the work that BME-led associations
do with particular sections of the community should be mainstreamed in every
association; part of the normal way of doing things rather than a different way of
working. There was some concern that having associations that are specifically BME-led
might be counterproductive. On the other hand, some tenants argued that it was naïve to
assume that the needs of minority communities would always be well served by
mainstream associations. While in an ideal situation the needs of people from different
backgrounds would be responded to as a matter of course, the reality was that
inequalities did exist both in terms of access to and quality of services delivered to BME
communities.

While this discussion exposed the negative attitudes that are almost inevitably felt by
some people towards organisations which are consciously BME-focussed, it also did
raise the issue of how BME associations relate to the issues of community cohesion and
breaking down the barriers to achieving more mixed communities.

To explore this issue in the Case Study Report, interviewees were asked whether they
thought that BME associations added to the segregation of communities. Unsurprisingly,
most BME associations (11 out of 13) answered a definite ‘no’ to this question. 
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Several pointed out that they house people from a variety of communities. Two gave a
slightly different answer. One said that in principle, the answer was ‘yes’ but that they
only do small schemes which are part of larger developments, and in any case 40% of
their tenants are white. The other said that segregation could occur but only in small
areas.

Five of the 11 comparator associations gave a clear ‘no’ to the question. A further two
said that BME associations were simply reinforcing the segregation of housing areas that
had already occurred, and two did not know the answer to the question. Just two
thought that there may be truth in the argument that BME associations contribute to
segregation. One said:

“There is an element of truth in this. There are also tensions within broad groups. The Asian
housing associations tend to be Indian-led, yet most tenants are Pakistani. Maybe the answer
is large black and minority ethnic associations. The nightmare for the city I work in is to have
a segregated city (which it is) and to have segregated housing associations.”

Nevertheless, in terms of the opinions of associations themselves, there is little support
for any suggestion that BME associations are divisive.

4.1.5 Do BME housing associations better reflect the communities 
they serve?

One factor which might objectively distinguish BME from mainstream associations is the
ethnic make up of their boards (given that this is the defining characteristic for the
Housing Corporation’s purposes). Taking this further, and based on the expressed views
of the BME associations on their own values, we might expect them to be distinguishable
as well in terms of the ethnicity of both their executive staff and of their ordinary staff.
Another factor which might objectively distinguish BME and mainstream associations,
again given the BME associations’ own missions, is the ethnicity of their client group.

These possible objective differences were all considered as part of the study. We were
able to collect comparative data for the three case study areas comparing BME and
comparator associations, and these are shown in table 4.1.
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Table 4.1: Proportions of lettings, board places and staff members drawn from BME groups – BME HAs
compared with Mainstream HAs

Lettings Board Senior staff Other staff
(2001/02 – (March 2003) (March 2003) (March 2003)
2002/03)

BME association 72.1% 75.5% 43.8% 70.7%
North West

Comparator association 44.8% 17.0% 15.4% 13.3%

BME association 89.0% 84.6% 83.3% 88.8%
West Midlands

Comparator association 47.8% 26.5% 10.5% 35.5%

BME association 76.4% 89.5% 86.4% 86.8%
London

Comparator association 57.9% 32.1% 12.1% 50.5%



If these results apply in other regions,4 they suggest that BME associations are
remarkably successful in meeting the combined requirements of the Housing
Corporation definition and their own expectations as black businesses. Indeed, given
that probably no-one would argue that BME associations should be 100% ‘black’ in terms
of either of the four characteristics, the actual levels in the West Midlands sample
particularly might be argued (as all lying between 80 and 90%) to be optimal ones.

The lower levels of BME senior staff in BME associations in the North West may well be
a pointer to wider issues in terms of recruitment. Other Northern BME HAs we have
spoken to have raised this as an issue. There was a belief among BME associations that
this is because they cannot pay as much as others can. We also found evidence that
younger BME housing professionals preferred working for a mainstream association as
they felt that this gave them wider career opportunities.

4.2 Discussion

4.2.1 What is the distinctive role of BME housing associations?
The key arguments advanced for the distinctive role of BME associations are that they:

• are role models for BME communities, have higher proportions of BME people on
boards and amongst senior staff and are a springboard for BME staff to senior
positions in other organisations;

• are more likely to drive forward new innovations in good practice in BME issues
such as the promotion of BME contractors (which the Housing Corporation is
currently pursuing); and

• provide more culturally sensitive services and are able to raise awareness of social
housing opportunities within BME communities.

While our research has shown that there is evidence to support all three of these
propositions it is the third which has come across most strongly – especially in the IPPR
work with tenants, who tended to see it in broader terms to include expanding choice for
BME tenants and championing BME communities. 

It could be argued that BME associations in themselves are not significant deliverers of
such services, since they form such a small part of the housing association sector (as
Lemos & Crane put it,5 they represent about 1.5% of all housing association business,
measured on a number of indicators including stock, staff, lettings and new
development). It is also widely pointed out that over 90% of BME tenants of housing
associations are tenants of mainstream associations. 

But it is also the case that BME associations were encouraged in areas with strong BME
communities, and that in these particular towns and cities the BME associations have
both a more significant share of the business than is the case nationally, and are
important role models for and often partners of mainstream associations. At the time
when they were set up, they may have addressed community needs in these areas which
mainstream associations were not adequately addressing. Our research suggests that
BME groups still have needs which BME associations may be best equipped to meet.
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Indeed, new BME housing associations, especially unregistered ones, emerge of their
own accord from time to time as further needs arise from new immigrant groups.

A different argument is that BME associations can act as role models or benchmarks for
mainstream associations’ BME policies, and that mainstream associations have still not
developed to the point where such models are no longer needed. Based on our survey
work, many BME associations themselves seem to hold this view. Even if some
mainstream associations would contest it, many of them do acknowledge continuing
weaknesses in providing culturally sensitive services. They have been strongly criticised
in this respect in earlier research.6

Taking this case further, the argument for the distinctive role of BME associations
depends both on whether the associations are actually successful themselves in offering
culturally sensitive services, and on whether having such successes as role models
actually works: do they provide role models, and do the mainstream associations pay any
attention to the role models? 

Our work with tenant focus groups seems to provide some evidence confirming that
BME associations do provide appropriate services to BME groups (although some
tenants, particularly those who felt ‘English’ and who tended to be from Black British or
Afro-Caribbean and African backgrounds, felt that this was less appropriate to them).
However, whether such services actually work as models for the sector more widely is
difficult to demonstrate one way or the other.

The issue of BME associations as role models and in capacity building is also important
in terms of BME leadership roles. Here the benefits of BME associations have been more
easily demonstrated: their existence has ensured that people from BME communities are
‘at the table’ when decisions are made. So forums involving board members or chief
executives of associations now have black faces present. 

It is arguable that, given the scale of the task, role models and benchmarking models are
tools which the Corporation already has available – through the existence of BME HAs –
and should therefore be retained, even if both the Corporation and the Audit
Commission should develop others (responding further, for example, to the criticism of
lack of targets and sanctions7). The issue becomes, not so much one about the future of
BME associations, as one of how rigorously the regulators are pursuing change within
the sector as a whole. 

As part of the review of its BME policy, the Corporation should more fully examine how
it expects to use the expertise of BME associations as benchmarking models and in
capacity building and how this fits in with its wider race equality policies.

4.2.2 Can BME housing associations adapt to changes in the 
communities they serve?

In statistical terms, the success of the BME associations in giving opportunities to BME
communities in employment and in leadership roles cannot seriously be questioned – it
is perhaps their greatest quantifiable achievement.

But as we get better at identifying and relating to more specific needs, rather than just
lumping groups together in the BME category, the issue becomes one of ensuring that
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housing associations successfully reflect all the BME communities in particular areas,
especially given the changing nature of those communities and their needs. This is
particularly the case for BME associations given their emphasis on meeting community
needs. The evidence from the case studies that some ethnic groups are better represented
than others on boards and amongst staff is therefore important.

The case study associations themselves expressed some doubts on this score. There are
probably three main potential weaknesses:

• representing some communities well but not others;

• failing to reflect changing needs, for example from younger people who may wish to
live in more mixed areas; and,

• not relating to new groups with emergent needs, such as new immigrant groups.

Can BME associations successfully adapt to deal with these issues, either now or as they
arise in future?

One positive sign is that some BME associations clearly recognise these issues and are
dealing with them. Another is that some associations have positively changed their
image or made positive decisions to work with new groups or in new areas. A negative
sign though is that few BME associations questioned in the study talked about working
with new groups, and such evidence as exists on this issue is at best mixed.8

All associations are facing issues of demographic change, but the projected growth in
BME communities in coming years and the need to respond to the requirements of
specific groups such as asylum seekers and the aging first wave migrant population,
pose particular challenges for BME associations.
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Summary

Reviewing the arguments for continuing to have a distinctive sub-sector based on the current BME
housing associations, we conclude that there is still a case for a BME ‘label’, partly as the basis for any
continuing support for the sub-sector and partly because BME associations will probably continue to
see themselves as an interest group. 

But BME associations also need to consider how their collective role and image should develop. There
are common strands, particularly around fighting discrimination and delivering focused services to
communities. There was however no real vision of what this collective role and image might be in the
future, and we believe that the BME associations have to debate how they best take forward their
collective future and how they ‘brand’ themselves. 

There is a clear need for a body that acts as an interest group on behalf of BME associations, to
develop and argue for a vision of their future role and promote their achievements. There may be a
case, if BME associations want it, for the NHF and CIH to take a more active role in encouraging and
supporting such a body to emerge.

Few interviewed were content with the current definition of a BME association but there also was little
consensus for practical change. Many argued for a change based on the ethos of the associations, but
this is difficult to define or assess satisfactorily. One option considered was to recommend a definition
based on promoting the associations as ‘BME’ or ‘black’ businesses, reflected in board membership or
senior staff composition (or both), with a lower threshold test for the bulk of the staff.

Because of the lack of consensus it may be advisable to leave the definition as it is, concentrate on
other issues about the future of BME associations, and return to this question at a later date. An
alternative would be to move to self-definition, so that BME associations define themselves. They
would have to clearly demonstrate that they were BME-led and that they had a commitment to BME
communities and/or were providing specialist services. 

5.1 Findings

The Housing Corporation definition of a BME housing association is straightforward: it
is one where at least 80 per cent of the board membership is from a black or minority
ethnic community. Given that this is the original definition set out in the 1980s, it begs
the question whether it is still relevant today? To help answer this, we considered first
the range of views about the definition and then asked BME associations how they
define themselves. We also considered the origins and missions of BME associations
compared with mainstream ones.

5.1.1 Views on the official definition of a BME housing association
The vast majority of our group of 24 interviewees from both BME and mainstream
associations thought that the official definition ought to change. Many stressed the need
to capture elements in addition to the composition of the boards, such as the level of
BME presence among staff and tenants.
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One interviewee proposed a threefold definition:

• board membership – at least 80% black and minority ethnic;

• staff – substantially black and minority ethnic, although a lower threshold than that
for the board may be appropriate; and,

• customers – substantially black and minority ethnic.

Some BME association interviewees said that the nature of services provided was
important to the definition and a further group also wanted to see the definition include
ethos, ‘feel’, history and background, although did not elaborate on how these issues
could be defined so that associations could be appropriately classified.9

The comparator mainstream association interviewees made some of the same points, also
suggesting a criterion relating to ethnic make up of staff and tenants. Unlike the BME
association interviewees, however, none suggested capturing issues of ethos or mission.
One proposed the inclusion of Jewish housing associations (some Jewish associations
count themselves in, some do not). Another wanted to combine a minority ethnic level
for board members with a test of whether the association had culturally sensitive
services. 

Local authority interviewees seemed unconvinced about the definition but uncertain how
to replace it. The tenants’ survey (for the IPPR study) did not specifically ask for views on
the definition, although many of the views expressed are relevant to the discussion. For
example, a good proportion of tenants thought it a good idea that an association is BME-
led, but this was expressed in terms of senior staff as much as board members.

The range of comments on this issue could be a reflection of how diverse BME
associations have become. There are now significant differences between London
associations and those in the rest of the country, in relation to issues of demand, rents,
size of ADP, and so on. Because of the genuine multi-cultural nature of London with its
variety of ethnic groups, many can form the ‘critical mass’ needed to sustain a range of
BME associations. No other city can do this. Furthermore, within London there is a clear
difference between the three large BME associations and the rest.

BME associations also have a very diverse set of future aspirations, ranging from: “keep
the goal posts constant and let us get on with the job we were set up to do”, to: “the BME housing
sector needs to completely re-invent itself”, and: “through transfers within groups, black and
minority ethnic associations will become the largest associations in some areas”. Any new
definition needs to cater for all of these differences.

5.1.2 How do BME housing associations define themselves?
Interviewees from BME housing associations had a range of views on how they define
themselves, including:

• their importance for black and minority ethnic communities – the fact that the
communities give associations their identity; that associations emphasise community
ties rather than size or financial growth, and that they provide opportunities for those
communities; 
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• their values, some making the point that BME HA values are different from those of
mainstream associations;

• having significant numbers of black and minority ethnic staff, particularly at senior
level, in addition to the current emphasis on the make up of the board; and, 

• having BME leadership of the association – both the chair of the board and the chief
executive. 

Interviewees from the comparator associations were asked how they would define BME
housing associations. They responded in similar terms, although they placed a lot less
emphasis on ethos, vision and mission and more on the fact that BME associations have
greater understanding and expertise in providing services to their communities. Several
also considered a predominantly black and minority ethnic board and staff as defining
features.

5.1.3 The origins and missions of the case study housing associations
Another way of approaching this issue is to look at the raison d’être of BME 
associations, and we did this by looking at those in the case study and comparing 
them with mainstream associations. Apart from the fact that BME associations tend to 
be of more recent origin than mainstream associations, the key differences were in
mission and role:

• All of the BME associations were originally set up to meet the needs of black and
minority ethnic communities, often focussing on a particular BME group or – in one
case – the needs of refugees and migrants. Interestingly, four of the 11 associations in
the comparator group also cited the needs of ethnic communities as a reason for their
establishment – e.g. meeting the needs of new migrants, or catering for Irish or
Jewish families. In such cases, the comparator associations had long since moved
away from those origins to meet more general needs now.

• In their mission statements, explicit references to meeting black and minority ethnic
needs distinguished the two sectors, but only to some extent. Whilst no mainstream
association had a reference to minority ethnic needs in their mission statements, it
was perhaps surprising that only just over half of the black and minority ethnic
associations had one. Many were similar to those in the comparator group, having
broad objectives such as tackling poverty and inequality, providing good quality and
affordable housing and community capacity building.10

• In terms of whether missions had changed since they were first established, a large
majority of BME associations had expanded the range of ethnic groups they housed –
as had three of the comparator group. But generally the mainstream associations
tended to stress expanding their areas of operation, their range of properties or their
activities. 

• Local authority officers were asked to describe the role of BME associations locally. 
All mentioned providing culturally sensitive services for black and minority ethnic
communities. A number also added that they were community-based, had a track
record in neighbourhood regeneration or contributed to neighbourhood
sustainability. Two talked of a broader role in the creation of more racially mixed
neighbourhoods and the prospect of their attracting black and minority ethnic 
people to move beyond areas of traditional settlement into new, predominantly
white, areas. 
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5.2 Discussion

We found that the current definition of a BME association was questioned by practically
all those who were asked. We also found that several key players from BME associations
were questioning the use of the term itself and what the role of a BME sub-sector really
should be. This section considers the case for change.

5.2.1 Is the BME ‘label’ still an advantage for BME associations?
While there remains a value based, self-defining ethos which leads BME associations to
perceive themselves as a distinct group, in reality they constitute a very diverse range of
organisations, in terms of mission, size, and client group. This raises the issue of how
cohesive BME associations are as a group, and whether they will remain so over time.
Are the interests of a large BME HA in London sufficiently similar to those of a small one
in, say, Halifax? 

There are several dichotomies to be considered in discussing the issue of the BME ‘label’. 

First, the research for the study shows considerable evidence of the evolution of BME
associations. Several of those considered in the study are seeking to broaden their appeal
and market themselves as multi-ethnic rather than BME-led, partly in response to
changes in demography and the ethnic make-up of their customer base (see case studies
1 and 2). On the other hand, some BME associations still see themselves as having a local
customer base, a niche market, on which they would look to build.

Second, there are certainly clear benefits to being classed as a BME association. Two
important ones currently are priority within some LA strategies and access to the rent
restructuring fund. But there are also potential disadvantages to being classed in this
way:

• the danger of being pigeonholed and only considered in relation to work on BME
issues, which may limit an association’s ability to expand its business; and, 

• the danger of being seen not as a group of successful associations but as ones always
requiring special treatment or support.

Third, there is what might be called the ‘convergence argument’. If the current drive to
make mainstream associations provide more culturally sensitive services, and to have
boards and staff that reflect the ethnic profile of the areas they serve, is successful – then
the difference between BME associations and some mainstream associations may become
blurred. Convergence will be even quicker if those BME housing associations that
presently focus on specific minority communities start to diversify in the light of
business requirements and/or the community cohesion agenda. 

Whether and how this happens depends on mainstream associations fully getting to
grips with BME issues. The picture here is mixed: one large mainstream London
association let 52% of its new tenancies to BME households last year; its board had over
40% membership from BME backgrounds, and it drew 60% of its staff from such
communities. At the other extreme, another mainstream association in the top 20 in
terms of development allocations from the Corporation in 2003, allocated 38% of last
year’s 3,700 lettings to BME people – yet it still it has no-one from a BME background on
its board. 

Overall we believe that some mainstream associations are making progress. It is possible
that in a few years time there will, in some areas, be mainstream associations who have
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made such progress that the distinction between them and BME associations will no
longer be significant.

Conclusion
There is still an argument for having a distinctive ‘label’ for BME associations. In any
event it would be needed as the basis for any continuing specific support for the sub-
sector which, later in the report, we argue is still required. Given also that there are other
instances of groupings of housing associations with common interests – most noticeably
the G15 – it is likely and logical that BME associations will continue to see themselves as
an interest group within the wider HA sector. 

We asked this question in the brief: would a loss of role for the BME sector as a whole
imply a loss of role for individual BME associations? Our research leads us to believe that
for most BME associations this would not be the case. Many are doing well and are linked
into their own local and regional networks and are likely to survive. 

But this does not mean that there is no need for BME associations to consider how their
collective role and image should develop. Whilst the history of BME associations in
fighting discriminating and inequality and in promoting black leadership still binds many
together, we found no real vision for how the sub-sector should evolve and whether it
should redefine or re-brand itself. Several people interviewed for the study argued that
there is a need either for a new national forum for black and minority ethnic housing
associations or for the existing organisation, the Federation of Black Housing
Organisations, to be refocused. Some kind of organisational development along these
lines will be needed to encourage the shared vision for the future that we believe is
lacking. 

There is a clear need for a body that positively acts as an interest group on behalf of BME
associations; which develops and argues for a vision of their future role, and which
promotes their achievements. We strongly believe that the BME associations have to
debate how they best take forward their collective future and how they ‘brand’
themselves. There may be a case, if BME associations want it, for the NHF and CIH to
take a more active role in encouraging and supporting such a body to emerge.

BROADER ROLES FOR BME HOUSING ASSOCIATIONS

Case study 1: ASRA Greater London

Established in 1984, the association’s initial objective was to provide good quality, affordable housing
for Asian people, plus specialised housing services tailored to the Asian community.

With 2,000 homes in and around London, including 26 special needs projects, 50 sheltered schemes, a
residential care home for Asian elders and another for people with learning difficulties, it has achieved
its founding objective. Yet 70 per cent of its stock is for general needs, accessed via local authority
nominations, and the majority of its tenants are now non-Asian.

Thirty-five per cent of ASRA London’s tenants are white, 13 per cent are black and 8 per cent from
other ethnic groups. Of the 44 per cent Asian tenants, most are housed in accommodation for special
needs and elders. The association has adopted a secular, non-political style of operation to respond to
the diversity among its stakeholder groups.

T H E  F U T U R E  O F  B M E  H A s

28

➔



As well as having a ‘community cohesion’ role within its own stock, ASRA also has to address the wider
issues affecting all BME landlords, namely more strategic working, partnering arrangements,
neighbourhood renewal and rent restructuring.

Increasingly, it is competing with the largest ‘mainstream’ RSLs, and now is beginning to regard itself 
as ‘mainstream with a BME specialism’. Its strategy is focused on organic growth through new
development and through stock transfer, both to be built on the foundations of maintaining good
stock condition and excellent housing services.

Case study 2: Tung Sing

Tung Sing Housing Association was registered with the Housing Corporation in December 1984 and
developed on the basis of providing good quality housing for the Chinese community in Manchester.

In recent years the association has sought to make use of the skills and knowledge acquired to provide
housing services for the diverse communities and ethnic groups which live in its areas of operation.

It believes in adapting to meet the needs of these communities and therefore continues to provide
unique services to Chinese people in Greater Manchester but has expanded its business in two ways: by
providing services to Chinese communities beyond Manchester and by broadening its capacity to meet
the needs of the different communities in Manchester in which it operates. To this end it increasingly
sees and promotes itself as a multi-ethnic housing organisation.

The multi-ethnic nature of its work can be seen from its lettings; last year, 24 of its 105 new lettings
were to Chinese people, 49 were to people classed as white British/European and the rest were to a
variety of other ethnic groups.

Tung Sing now has more than 400 units in management and a dedicated community support team
whose function is to both provide specialist Chinese services and also undertake a number of longer-
term capacity building activities and projects with its tenants and the multi-ethnic communities within
which they live. 

5.2.2 Should the Corporation’s definition of a BME association change?
If the answer to the question posed in the last section is positive, and we are to continue
to have a BME ‘label’, the next question is whether it should stay the same or be
changed? While reshaping or rebranding of this part of the sector must inevitably be a
longer-term process, the current Housing Corporation definition of a BME association is
important in terms of which associations actually receive any special promotion and
support both from the Corporation itself and (for instance) from local authorities. 

Yet not all BME associations fully meet the 80% criteria for their boards, and the
Corporation does treat this with some flexibility. BME associations who fall below the
80% yardstick are not summarily redefined. There are also issues as to whether the 80%
definition is right for BME associations as they develop. Associations in the study
pointed out the possible limitations of recruiting the right range of skills from a smaller
pool of people than is the case with mainstream associations. Others pointed out that as
they grew and housed a wider range of tenants there was logic to having a more
ethnically diverse board.
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The current definition of a BME association is therefore being widely challenged, not
only by the associations themselves but by mainstream associations and others. There
appeared to be a consensus in the case study work that a wider definition is necessary,
which includes some yardstick (probably lower than the 80% for board members)
relating to the ethnic make up of staff (or at least of senior staff) and possibly also of
tenants. 

On the other hand, the current test is simple and, given the Corporation’s flexibility, the
current BME associations appear to pass it fairly easily. There may be problems about
extending the test: for example, while BME associations perform well in terms of
employing staff from BME groups, not all have a BME chief executive and many have
some non-BME senior staff. We also came across one BME association which was looking
to move outside its traditional base into a wider area, and while 80% of its board is still
from a BME background, its entire senior staff is white. Should such an association be
excluded by a new definition which set a tough yardstick for staff or senior staff? 

The Housing Corporation has concerns about a definition which is related to staff
numbers. This could lead to accusations of discrimination on racial grounds if
associations tried to recruit people of a particular racial group in order to be above or
below a threshold imposed by the Corporation. 

Another difficulty relates to any test of ethnicity for the association’s client group: stock
transfers, or other ways in which the BME association may decide to diversify, could
bring into management or ownership stock that is not predominantly occupied by BME
groups. Indeed, in the context of community cohesion, this might be a good thing.
Should it have to give up its BME status in order to diversify in this way? And it should
be noted that at least one BME HA already has a majority of white tenants and several
allocate houses to significant numbers of white households.

Some associations in the study did not have good data on the ethnic origin of their client
groups. Not only does this make any test difficult to implement, it reflects poor practice
which should be tackled by the associations and by the Housing Corporation. Collecting
such data is a requirement of the Regulatory Code and the Corporation’s practice in
monitoring this seems to vary from region to region.

In relation to their client groups, a key test of a BME HA should be its particular ability
to offer culturally sensitive services, regardless of whether BME groups form the
majority of its clients. Indeed, this came through strongly both in the tenant focus groups
and in the interviews with mainstream associations and local authorities. For many,
perhaps even for the BME associations themselves, this has become the hallmark of a
good BME association. Logically, then, this should be reflected in or even become the test
of how a BME HA is defined. However, measuring this is extremely difficult.

One alternative argument which the report’s authors found persuasive was that the test
of a BME association should be a more forward-looking one, and focus on whether it is a
‘BME or black business’ in a general way. BME housing associations would then fit
within a broader movement promoting BME enterprise.11 This would be consistent with
a wider definition which focussed on the BME nature of the organisation – so that an
association could pass the test by, for example, either having a predominantly BME board
or a predominantly BME senior management team (or, of course, both). A lower
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threshold could also be set for employment of BME staff generally, but arguably this
might be an unnecessary complication. An advantage of a definition along these lines is
that it could encompass the diverse range of businesses which BME associations have
become – and could remain a valid definition for some time in the future. 

Our main conclusion on this issue however is that, despite widespread dissatisfaction
with the current definition, it will be difficult to secure a consensus for a different one.
The easiest path would be to leave the definition as it is for the time being, concentrate
on other issues about the future of BME associations, and return to the question of how
they are defined at a later date.

An alternative would be to move to a position in which BME associations define
themselves. They would however have to demonstrate clearly that they were BME-led
and that they had a commitment to BME communities and/or were providing specialist
services. This would have the advantage of meeting the requirement for a definition
based on ethos or service orientation which many in the study felt was appropriate.
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Summary

There is no evidence of better or worse performance overall when comparing BME with mainstream
associations. The evidence would appear to support neither their champions nor their critics. The
differences are between individual associations whatever their background, and geographical
similarities are much more pronounced than BME versus mainstream.

BME associations clearly face some potential threats to their financial viability, of which the greatest is
rent restructuring. Those outside London are most vulnerable. Apart from this important factor,
however, it would be wrong to suggest that the BME sub-sector is financially weaker than mainstream
associations.

6.1 Findings

6.1.1 Are BME associations good performers?
Some mainstream associations (interviewed for the main Case Study Report and also in
a separate set of interviews with development directors) expressed reservations about
the quality of housing management provided by BME associations. A superficial reading
of the Corporation’s performance indicator information would seem to support this
view. Indeed in the Corporation’s Source 65 publication,12 which presents its analysis of
PIs, it says that:

“For the absolute PI figures in 2003, out of all the analysed groupings, BME associations had
the bottom performance in the most number of PIs.”

This is particularly significant given that:

• Several BME HA chief executives with whom informal discussions were held as part
of the study emphasised that there is a danger of BME associations being seen not as
successful organisations, but as bodies always requiring special treatment.

• Work with tenant focus groups brought out the importance to BME tenants of good
housing and good housing services – over and above any specific expectations they
may have of a BME association being more culturally sensitive. 

But there are problems in making broad performance comparisons between BME and
mainstream associations. PIs are after all only indicators and the context of performance
also has to be taken into account. So for instance:

• Around 57% of BME association stock is in London which generally does less well in
terms of PI performance than other areas.

• BME associations are concentrated in the peer group with the smallest associations.
There is a danger of them being compared with a number of associations which have
very different characteristics; in particular BME associations tend to be working in
more deprived areas. 
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We therefore wanted to test whether BME associations are indeed as effective as
mainstream ones in terms of housing management and tenant satisfaction. We did this
by looking at performance indicators both for the case study associations and for a range
of associations in two different regions.

Performance of BME Associations – Case Study associations
In the Case Study Report, we took the examples of the BME associations and the
comparator mainstream associations for each of the case study areas – the North West,
West Midlands and London. We used data from the Housing Corporation’s performance
indicator website13 and compared inputs (weekly costs of management and repairs),
outcomes (tenant satisfaction) and effectiveness (various measures of housing management
performance). The full results can be seen in section 4.7 of the Case Study Report. In
summary they are:

• In the North West, BME housing associations spend on average 4.7% less per week
on managing and repairing their homes and perform better on average on three
indicators (relet time, tenancy turnover and routine repairs) and less well on one
indicator (rent collection).

• In the West Midlands, BME housing associations provide more efficient rent
collection, lettings and routine repairs services (particularly the latter). However,
their costs are higher. They have a higher rate of tenancy turnover compared with the
overall average. 

• In London, BME housing associations spend slightly more (2.3%) than the overall
average on managing and repairing their homes and yet performed lower than 
the overall average on rent collection, releting and tenancy turnover. 

The biggest differences were not between BME and mainstream associations but 
between all North West and West Midlands associations on the one hand and all
London associations on the other. The London associations had significantly poorer
performance, with the exception of tenancy turnover which can be seen as a function 
of demand.

Performance of BME Associations – additional findings
To explore the matter further we looked at two of the Corporation’s regions where there
are a significant number of BME associations and similar sized mainstream associations
with which to make comparisons.14 To do this we used the general needs PIs from the
same Housing Corporation website with the following changes:

• Given that BME associations are generally younger than the comparators they 
will have tended to develop their properties more recently and this will make repairs
cost comparisons difficult: in input terms we therefore focussed on management
costs.

• BME HA efficiency – we added in two other PIs to the ones used in the Case Study
comparisons to gain a broader view.

• Given the variability of tenant satisfaction questionnaires in terms of both data
collection and analysis we did not attempt to include these.
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We chose the Northern and London regions as they gave a good balance between the
number of BME associations and comparator mainstream associations. We chose a size
range of 250-1000 properties in the Northern region, and two ranges of 250-750 and 2000-
4000 in London to reflect the gap between the majority of BME associations and the three
largest ones.

Whilst it is important to treat cost comparisons with caution,15 the evidence from this
exercise suggests that the belief that BME associations are generally more expensive, as
opposed to having higher rents, than mainstream associations is not supported. As with
the comparisons for the Case Study Report, neither do the results provide evidence that
generally BME associations are significantly worse performers than mainstream
associations in similar situations. Indeed they show that there are significant differences
between BME associations themselves and consequently trying to make generalisations
about BME HA performance is problematic. Overall the clearest message is the relative
efficiency of the Northern associations as opposed to London ones for both BME and
mainstream associations.

Conclusion
Our overall conclusion is that there is no evidence of better or worse performance
overall when comparing BME with mainstream associations. The evidence would appear
to support neither the champions nor the detractors of the BME associations. The
differences are between individual associations whatever their background, and
geographical similarities are much more pronounced than BME versus mainstream.

6.1.2 Are BME associations viable businesses?
Our assessment of the financial viability of BME housing associations draws mainly
from the HCH Study, which examined ten BME associations representing 35% of the
BME HA-held stock. This study was based on the business plans of the associations
themselves, as the research is designed to consider the aspirations of BME associations.

We have also included comments from the BME associations who were interviewed on
this issue in the Case Study Report (it should be borne in mind that the sample for this
study was different from and larger than that for the HCH Study). We looked in detail at
four factors: rent restructuring, interest cover, asset cover and housing association life
cover (for full coverage, including data, refer to the HCH Report). 

Rent Restructuring
It is widely recognised that BME associations, especially outside London, will be
disproportionately affected by rent restructuring because their rent levels tend to be
higher than those of mainstream associations. This appears to be mainly because much
of their development has taken place post-1988 (since when rents have been higher to
meet the costs of private finance), but also partly because they have more large
properties within their stocks, which command higher rents. 

On average, actual rent levels in the HCH Study associations are about 6% above the
target levels required by rent restructuring. Up to £15m is being made available to assist
BME associations with rent restructuring, but at the time of writing how it will be
distributed was not known, so for the research we assumed that the case study
associations would have to implement the policy unaided. 
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Of the four HCH Study associations in London, two will be able to increase their rents as
a result of rent restructuring, one will have to reduce rents by about 4% and the fourth
by almost 13%. 

The case study associations outside London are more severely affected because of lower
property values and earnings levels in their areas. Those in the north of England are
most severely affected: two will have to reduce their rents by 18-19%. The average rent
reduction faced by the other associations outside London is about 10-12%.

Two of the HCH Study associations are projected to become financially unviable as a
direct result of rent restructuring and all those which have to reduce their rents by 10%
or more are projected to show a marked decline in financial capacity, although not to the
extent that they become unviable.

Perceptions of the threat from rent restructuring
Both the BME and the comparator housing associations in the main Case Study Report
were asked whether they faced any threats to their viability and how they were coping
with rent restructuring. Four of the 13 BME associations said they faced threats to their
viability, either immediately or in the near future. Also, when asked about rent
restructuring, a further three anticipated difficulties in achieving target rents within the
timescale laid down. Thus just over half faced a threat of some description, and all of
these were associations outside London. In contrast, in the comparator group, only three
of the 11 said they faced viability threats. 

Rent restructuring was the most commonly mentioned threat, but the need for major
repairs and high interest fixed rate loans was also identified. All seven BME associations
which were saying there were difficulties believed they needed money from the
Corporation’s rent restructuring fund to help achieve target rents, otherwise there would
be serious consequences – such as breaches in covenants or not being able to carry out
new development.

It is important to stress here that the criteria for the Corporation’s rent restructuring fund
for BME associations state that the fund is to support BME associations in remaining
viable and in properly managing their properties, in effect to protect past investment, not
to support future development.

Local authority staff were also asked whether there were any issues about viability for
BME associations. Four of the six said there were. Some spoke of rent restructuring as
posing threats to some of the associations, but other threats mentioned were the
weakness of BME associations’ own business plans and the capacity of their boards to
adapt to change. 

Net Interest Cover
Net interest cover projects the level of net income compared to the interest payable on
borrowings. The HCH Study shows that for the BME associations it examined the ratio is
projected to remain at least 10 percentage points above the minimum performance level
for the next 30 years; the trend is for the ratio to decline in the short to medium term
before stabilising at around 130% and then gradually rising to around 160% in the long
term. Short-term decline occurs mainly because of rent restructuring, stock investment
and higher than average levels of development in the first five years.

However, the financial performance of the HCH Study associations outside London is
projected to deteriorate sharply over the next 15 years, before then gradually improving
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and catching up with the London based associations in the very long term. This is
largely attributable to the impact of rent restructuring (a 12% real reduction in rent
income up to 2012) together with high real term increases in stock investment
expenditure. Two associations in the North of England face rent reductions of almost
20% and are projected to become financially unviable (with net interest cover falling
below 100%) as a result. The remaining four out-of-London associations remain
financially viable but their capacity to absorb risk is depleted.

The capacity to absorb adverse changes in key business plan assumptions has been
assessed for each case study association:

• RPI Only Rent Increases. If rents were to increase only at RPI instead of RPI+0.5%
this would lead to a rapid decline in interest cover to below the minimum
performance level and eventually the ratio would fall below 100% (i.e. there would
be insufficient net rental income to meet loan interest costs). Only two case study
associations (the two large London ones) would remain viable in the long term under
this scenario. The remaining eight would fail unless they were able to make
substantial cost savings. 

• Interest Rate Increases. If real interest rates increased to 4.5% (from an assumed
3.5%) interest cover would soon fall below the minimum performance level and
would eventually fall below 100%. Six of the ten case study associations would
become unviable in the short to medium term. However, corrective actions can be
taken by associations to manage interest rate risk – such as scaling back on
development activity and using hedging instruments to reduce exposure to interest
rate changes.

• Increases in Stock Investment Expenditure. Achieving the decent homes standard
may push up stock investment expenditure. If it increased to 110% of the base level,
while interest cover would deteriorate the consolidated ratio for the case study
associations would remain comfortably above the minimum performance level,
indicating that there is capacity to absorb increases in expenditure. However, at the
individual level, two associations that have a viable base level business plan would
have problems if expenditure increased.

Asset Cover 
Asset cover describes the relationship between property values and the loan debt that
partly funds the property portfolio. The trends in the asset cover ratio are similar to
those of the net interest cover ratio – a decline in the short to medium term then a
stabilisation and in the longer term a gradually upward trend. There is a fair degree of
headroom between the projected ratio and the minimum performance level throughout.

As would be expected, the ratio for the out-of-London case study associations is
projected to be substantially below that for the London associations. However the ratio
for both groups is projected to remain above the minimum performance level which
indicates that collectively lenders’ security requirements can be met. However, at the
level of the individual associations, four (all outside London) are projected to have
potential problems in achieving the minimum performance level for asset cover.

Housing Association Life Cover Ratio (HALCR)
HALCR is a measure of the association’s long-term ability to service and repay debt. 
The ratio is projected to decline considerably over time but nevertheless remain
comfortably above the minimum performance level, indicating that there is further
capacity for growth. The out-of-London associations are projected to outperform the
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London associations in the medium to long term in spite of weaker projected
performance in interest and asset cover, although this result is qualified in the detailed
HCH Study. 

Conclusion
BME associations clearly face some potential threats to their financial viability, of which
the greatest is rent restructuring. Associations outside London are most vulnerable.
Apart from this important factor, however, it would be wrong to suggest that the BME
sub-sector is financially weaker than mainstream associations.16
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Summary

There is mixed evidence on the extra capacity of BME associations, given the range of sizes of
organisation and their locations. A small number are in the vanguard of new development; some have
little or no capacity to develop; most are somewhere in between. Except for the three large London
associations, capacity for new development is limited and will remain so. This conclusion is reinforced
by analysis of the likely impact of the Corporation’s new investment regime.

Stock transfer is the most likely route for future expansion of BME associations. There are three main
issues:

• Transfers arising from new development are an important growth opportunity. It is vital that in the
Corporation’s new investment regime there is a presumption that developing associations will
involve BME associations in the on-going management and/or ownership of new stock.

• Local authority transfers offer a vital opportunity for BME associations which can only be fully taken
up if all the relevant agencies make the effort to ensure that this is high on the list of local
authorities’ considerations in making transfer plans.

• Where a BME HA is already the long-term manager of the stock, there is a particularly strong case
for transfer. The Housing Corporation should be less equivocal about such transfers, and explore
ways of ensuring that all – or as much as possible – of the currently-managed stock is transferred to
BME associations within five years.

There are four main areas of opportunity for associations to diversify:

• partnerships in which BME and mainstream associations work together to improve the cultural
sensitivity of mainstream associations’ services;

• a role in neighbourhood renewal;

• taking part in community cohesion strategies;

• work with asylum seekers and refugees.

More associations should explore these opportunities.

7.1 Findings

7.1.1 Do BME associations have capacity for new development?
The HCH Study showed that the ten case study BME associations it examined had, on
average, a development programme of 45 units, with capacity to extend this to an
average of 76 units while still complying with key financial indicators. There was a
considerable range: two North West associations had zero development programmes and
zero extra capacity, whilst two London ones had programmes of one hundred or more
units, with capacity to expand this (threefold, in one case). 

In this context, ‘development’ was generally taken to mean procuring stock either
through new development or stock transfer. New development can have an adverse
impact on the key financial ratios because grant rates are set at levels which tend to
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produce schemes that make early year losses before then generating surpluses in later
years. However, the actual impact of new development can vary considerably from
association to association. In some cases, it can have a positive impact if, for example, it
enables the association to spread fixed costs over a larger number of units thereby
reducing average unit management costs. 

It should be noted that the levels of growth projected in the HCH Study were based on
current grant rates. If, as seems likely, one consequence of the Corporation’s Reinventing
Investment proposals is that grant rates are reduced, then this could have a significant
impact on the ability of many BME associations to develop, as they are vulnerable to
relatively small grant reductions.

In the Case Study Report, BME associations were asked whether they felt they had
unused capacity, meaning ‘capacity’ in a non-technical sense such as underused skills or
funds. Most of the associations believed they were not being used to the full, although
not all seemed able to put forward specific examples of how their resources could be
used to better effect. Several simply talked about their plans to expand their stock
through new development. Two associations hoped specifically for a considerable
expansion of their stock holdings through new development but in a more restricted
number of local authority areas. A number spoke of their expertise in culturally sensitive
services, although some in general terms. One association felt it had considerable spare
capacity within its staff team, which could manage 300-400 more units of
accommodation without adding to staff resources.

Our conclusion is that there is mixed evidence on the extra capacity of BME associations,
as might be expected given the range of sizes of organisation and their locations. A small
number are in the vanguard of new development; some have little or no capacity to
develop; most are somewhere in between.

7.1.2 What is the potential for further stock transfers to BME 
associations?

BME HA involvement in stock transfer can take a variety of forms. There can be
transfers of either management or ownership, and management transfers may lead to
ownership at a later stage. Transfers can be from another (usually mainstream)
association or from a local authority. In the case of local authority transfers, a
mainstream association may act as an intermediary. 

The potential for future stock transfers is a significant issue for BME associations. In the
interviews for the Case Study Report, seven associations said that transfers were
important for their future viability, yet few seemed confident of receiving future stock
transfers from local authorities or mainstream associations, although some thought it
was a possibility. Two associations were, however, definitely expecting transfers – one in
an area where it was forging partnerships with mainstream associations and the other –
a member of a group – from the parent association. 

There is no conclusive evidence available from our work as to whether stock transfers
are good or bad for the viability of BME associations, although clearly a number of the
associations themselves believe that such transfers are important.

Our findings concentrate on the two main potential areas for stock transfer – from
mainstream associations (often of stock already held in management), and from local
authorities as a result of LSVT or partial transfer packages.
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The potential for stock transfers from mainstream associations
It is common for BME associations to manage or lease properties as well as to own
properties outright. Managed stock represents 12% of the total stock of the associations
looked at in the HCH Study. In many cases management and lease agreements are
regarded as a prelude to ownership and most of the case study associations indicated
their intention to do this, even if it is not factored into their business plan projections. 

No significant difference was found in the financial performance of the case study
associations that have higher than average proportions of managed stock. Property
ownership, generally speaking, carries more risk than acting as a management agent.
The owning association takes the development period risk, the interest rate risk and
normally retains responsibility for major repairs. However, managing property also
carries some risk. Often the managing association is responsible for collecting rents 
and for paying the owning association the full rent less a fixed percentage to cover
losses, regardless of how much it actually collects: voids and bad debts on managed
properties over and above the fixed allowance are the responsibility of the managing
association. 

As with development capacity, BME associations appear to have mixed capacity for
further stock transfers. Many would like more transfers, but the potential for transfers
from mainstream associations is probably limited. 

Like most of the black and minority ethnic associations, the comparator associations in
the Case Study Report were pessimistic about the prospects of future transfers of stock
from them to BME associations. Only two thought that transfers were a possibility. Some
authorities were actively encouraging transfers to BME associations from mainstream
associations.

The specific issue of stock being managed pending transfer is addressed in a
forthcoming report for the Housing Corporation by Dataspring. Their assessment of the
scale of the problem suggests that it is a considerable one, and that it disproportionately
affects BME associations.17 Although nationally 88 associations of all kinds manage stock
pending transfer, more than half of BME associations do so. Furthermore, the number
has increased since 1998, when it was just over one third of BME associations – despite
the fact that it was expected to decrease as a result of ownership transfers. Currently
about half of all stock managed pending transfer is managed by BME associations.

The report concludes that “the negative implications for the lack of ownership of stock for BME
associations…are far greater for these smaller and generally economically more vulnerable
associations than for mainstream associations”. 

Whilst a couple of the associations in the study specifically saw their future business
growth as being as managers of stock, there were perceived drawbacks to leasing
properties. These drawbacks partly depend on the terms of any lease or management
agreement, but the vulnerability to changes of strategy by the owning association was
the most significant issue mentioned. Such changes could affect maintenance policy.
More significantly, the viability of the BME association was dependent on the rent stream
from those properties, whilst this is not the case for the owning association. If the
owning association decided to take them back then this could undermine the viability of
the BME association.

T H E  F U T U R E  O F  B M E  H A s

40

17. See Dataspring (forthcoming). The Lemos & Crane (2001) study also concluded that BME associations
“still rely disproportionately on managing stock for others”.



The potential for LA stock transfers
Four of the six local authority interviewees said that their council’s had transferred stock
to BME associations in the past. With one exception, however, the transfers had been
small in scale. Future prospects amongst the six authorities were mixed (but given the
current promotion of the role of BME associations in local authority stock transfer
probably not too much should be made of the limited responses in the Case Study
Report). 

Nationally, local authority stock transfers offer more prospects, if BME associations can
successfully overcome the confusion amongst authorities generally about the role of
BME associations,18 and offer a contribution that appeals to them at a time when they are
grappling with all the other complexities of transfer (particularly if it is of their whole
stock). There is currently considerable interest in and promotion of LA stock transfers,
and the issue is considered fully in a report under preparation by Managing Diversity
Associates.19 A brief summary of relevant points is given in the box.

Black and minority ethnic housing associations and their involvement 
in local authority stock transfers

Summary of key points in forthcoming report by Managing Diversity Associates
The report looks at ten case studies of BME HA involvement in local authority stock transfers. It
suggests that BME associations can add value in a variety of ways, for example:

• They have a strong community base, and can bring solutions to the problems of BME communities
that mainstream associations and local authorities cannot reach.

• Many BME HA initiatives are aimed specifically at utilising and developing housing as a means of
combating multiple deprivation and discrimination. They can assist and support other equality
initiatives, using their contacts and knowledge. 

• They can represent and be a conduit between particular communities and ‘hard to reach’ groups,
and local authorities and mainstream associations. This may be particularly useful in ‘community
gateway’ approaches to stock transfer.20

• BME associations have developed many innovative schemes across the UK. Approaches they have
taken on particular initiatives are models for others, including, for example, specialist design and
allocation approaches.

• They provide BME people with opportunities for new jobs, training and experience, and are a
potential role model for other BME-led organisations. 

• BME HA initiatives are potential models in terms of wider policy in tackling social exclusion,
community cohesion and regeneration.

• BME associations should not just be seen as assisting/supporting themselves, but should also be seen
as an important source for enabling others’ involvement in new initiatives and consultation and
participation programmes.

The report also cites examples of BME associations being able to ‘create demand’ for property in
otherwise low demand areas, or in support of initiatives to break down exclusively white estates.
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7.2 Discussion

7.2.1 Meeting the aspirations of BME associations and their tenants
The HCH Study concluded that BME associations in general are viable businesses, albeit
that they face some problems in implementing rent restructuring and that these
problems are particularly severe in the North West. The Source 69 report21 concluded
that BME associations are not especially prone to failure and that they are served well by
the current regulatory framework.

These reassuring conclusions do have to be viewed against the rapidly-changing
environment for BME associations, and how this might affect their viability. The larger
associations already seem well-equipped to survive and prosper. What is the future for
the many small and medium-sized BME associations, which are subject to the same
pressures as mainstream associations of the same size? Is there a danger that unless they
have a clear role and the means to develop it then many will drift into a situation where
they are unable to properly fulfil their objectives? In other words, does our judgement
about the viability of BME associations hold good in the medium to long term?

The response to the potential vulnerability of BME associations is complicated by the fact
that not all the possible solutions are acceptable as they might make the problem worse
or they might not be accepted for other reasons. Nevertheless, the range of ways in
which BME associations might strengthen their position, addressed in the remainder of
this section, appears to be essentially some combination of:

• an ongoing development role;

• a stronger asset base through stock transfer; or,

• diversification into new areas of activity or to address new problems where BME HA
skills might be particularly relevant.

A fourth area of possible change, discussed in the next chapter, is changed organisational
structures and/or improved working relationships and partnerships with mainstream
associations.

It will be essential for individual associations to identify their key strengths and what
they are good at within a changing environment. The role of other bodies and in
particular the Housing Corporation will also be crucial in deciding which of these
options are viable, as well as in helping to develop and secure them.

7.2.2 Capacity for new development
Our conclusion from the background research was that there is mixed evidence on the
extra capacity of BME associations. But once the three large London associations are
taken out of the picture, it would be fair to say that the actual capacity of the remaining
associations is limited. 

This is particularly the case given the mixed evidence of the effect of new development
on viability, with the paradox of development generally harming viability in the short
term but strengthening the association in the longer term (i.e. a vulnerable HA which
starts new development might become more, not less, vulnerable). Although BME
associations are well-represented in London, where the prospects for new development
may be good and where 45% of the BME population live, many others are operating in
regions of low demand or where the demands are for small scale developments to meet
particular needs.
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The development role has been getting more complex even before Reinventing Investment,
e.g. the need in some parts of the country to land bank, front fund, compete for scarce,
good quality development expertise, and take on other risks. Reinventing Investment will
streamline the development role, with its aims of reducing the number of developing
associations and reducing the grant rate. The projections of capacity in the HCH study
were based on the current grant rate and a reduced rate would reduce that capacity.

The reduction in the number of developing associations is likely to change the dynamics
of how BME associations engage in development. Until now, the grant has tended to go
to the BME HA which then negotiates with a mainstream association to undertake the
development on its behalf. Under the new arrangements the intention is that the SHG
will be awarded to the lead partnership association and this may well mean a loss of
influence for the BME association. This could be mitigated to a certain extent if the
Corporation ensured that there is a clear presumption that BME associations will be
included within partnership programmes.

Whilst new SHG funded development by small or medium-sized BME associations will
take place and should be encouraged, it must be questioned whether for many BME
associations directly engaging in new development on any major scale will be feasible
under the new investment regime. 

7.2.3 Prospects for stock transfers to BME associations
There are four main ways in which further growth through transfers of stock from
associations or LAs might be achieved:

• transfers of local authority stock;

• new transfers from, or new partnerships with, mainstream associations;

• transfers from mainstream associations of stock already managed by BME
associations; and,

• transfers consequent on BME associations entering into group structures (considered
in the next chapter).

LA stock transfers
The case for greater BME HA involvement in local authority stock transfers is very
persuasive, and is being fully-explored in the MDA report.22 The ODPM’s Community
Housing Task Force and the Housing Corporation jointly have a pilot project promoting
such transfers, involving five BME associations. As well as full stock transfers, in London
in particular partial transfers may offer even greater opportunities to BME associations.

As with any transfer, but particularly in the case of LA transfers which are high profile
and subject to a public ballot, the BME HA has to put a persuasive case for its
involvement and the value it can add in terms of culturally sensitive services or tackling
issues such as community cohesion. BME associations must recognise that they need to
win the ‘hearts and minds’ argument with tenants whom the local authority is proposing
to transfer. The ability of a BME association to ‘sell itself’ to tenants will be just as
important as getting the authority itself on the association’s side. 

But there is also a job to be done in helping councils understand the role of BME
associations, with whom they may have had limited contact and whom they may regard
as having little relevance to stock transfer. The Corporation at regional level, GORs and
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bodies like the Community Housing Task Force, should all be working in support of
BME HA involvement in transfer, especially in authorities with significant numbers of
BME tenants. This is now beginning to happen.

Given the scale of expected transfers over the next few years, this is a vital opportunity
for BME associations which can only be fully taken up if all the relevant agencies make
the necessary effort to ensure that this is high on the list of local authorities’
considerations when they are making their transfer plans.

New transfers from mainstream associations
It is difficult to justify transfers from mainstream organisations to BME housing
associations simply because support for BME associations is a ‘good thing’. There need
to be either clear benefits for black and minority ethnic communities from such transfers,
or the transfers need to be justified on efficiency grounds (the stock rationalisation
argument), or as part of a strategic approach to the growth of BME associations. Such a
strategic approach could be part of a rationalisation aimed at improving neighbourhood
and local delivery methods, including ensuring a diversity of providers.

The track record of housing associations generally in sensibly considering issues
surrounding restructuring and rationalisation is not good. This is partly because of the
absence of substantial drivers or incentives for them to do so. The Reinventing Investment
approach is likely to result in changes to the structure of the sector. The danger is that
these changes may create further disincentives for moves towards effective
rationalisation and neighbourhood management based on good local service delivery,
and could be the driver for a restructuring of the sector purely around development
performance.

There are dangers in too much concentration of management. If large developers also do
all the management, achieving the right degree of diversity of providers and local
management arrangements – crucial to effective service delivery particularly in terms of
special needs and BME communities – becomes much more difficult. 

If the diversity which is the aim of the Corporation’s BME policy is not to be
compromised, it is vital that the new investment proposals ensure that there is a clear
presumption that developing associations will involve BME associations in the on-going
management and/or ownership of the stock developed.

Transfers of stock already in management
Our findings and more especially work being done for the Corporation by Dataspring23

indicate the scale of stock being managed ‘pending transfer’ and the slow progress in
resolving – or rather, the growth of – the problem over the past few years. 

As part of its 1998 BME policy the Housing Corporation stated24 that it would “work with
BME HAs which are considering stock transfers or which have made stock transfer agreements
and where stock has yet to be transferred”. The Corporation also stated that it would “review
existing barriers to stock transfer” and that “We expect associations to honour stock transfer
agreements made under the earlier strategies wherever possible and for associations which did not
agree to transfer stock under the earlier strategies to work in partnership with BME associations
to consider the possibility of transferring stock in appropriate locations in the future”.
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More recently, the Housing Corporation issued guidance within their Regulatory Code,25

which stated that there would be a BME diversity action plan that would be likely to
include a further policy change discussing issues such as the management rather than
ownership of stock. The action plan is still awaited. Furthermore, over the last two years,
between 2001 and 2002 an additional 23 percent of BME HAs recorded stock as being
managed pending transfer (into their future ownership). 

There may be good reasons for some transfers not taking place. For instance, a number
of management agreements were with BME associations under supervision. Yet this is
clearly an area where the Corporation has not acted on its policy with the vigour which
managing associations could have expected.

Our discussion with ODPM civil servants suggested that they want to encourage
mainstream associations to transfer managed stock as much as possible. On the other
hand, Housing Corporation staff (in discussion for this study) seemed more relaxed
about BME associations managing rather than owning, as long as their stock was not
only managed property. The new Corporation investment regime does imply a split
between development and management, and a number of people questioned in the
study felt that this would lead to BME associations being more likely to end up
managing rather than owning property. 

Yet the main area in which transfer could make a significant difference to the viability of
BME associations, and where the case against it seems to be particularly weak, is where
the BME HA is already involved in the long-term management of the stock. 

In our view the Housing Corporation should be less equivocal about the significance 
of such transfers, and explore ways of ensuring that all – or as much as possible – 
of the currently-managed stock is transferred to the BME associations within, say, 
five years.

7.2.4 The potential for greater diversification in the BME sub-sector
Many BME associations have adopted a particular focus or have developed particular
expertise, of which several examples have been given earlier in the report. Do they 
have a particular contribution to make in areas like these, and can they be more 
effective or address needs which mainstream associations are less able to tackle? 
There are (at least) four main areas for possible development which seem to warrant
investigation.

First, as we said earlier, the hallmark of BME housing associations (apart from the formal
requirement about board membership) is the culturally sensitive service which they offer
to BME customers. Their ability to do this seems to be borne out from evidence from the
tenant focus groups. Given that BME associations, and to some extent the mainstream
associations themselves, think that associations generally are behind in the cultural
sensitivity of their services, there seems to be scope for partnerships in which one works
with the other to achieve improvements. This is already happening to some extent; it
could be promoted on a bigger scale, and could possibly lead to wider working
arrangements if trusting relationships can be developed around an issue where the
strength of the BME HA is likely to be more readily recognised by the mainstream
association and its staff.
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Second, some BME associations already recognise (and the Government’s National
Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal appeared to endorse26) a significant role for BME
associations in neighbourhood regeneration and market renewal. Many of the
associations are already engaged in what were known as ‘housing plus’ activities, which
might form individual elements of a broader approach to neighbourhood renewal. All of
them have long experience of dealing with tenants from BME communities, which
almost inevitably means they have the broader experience of working with those
communities which would be an invaluable contribution to regeneration of the
neighbourhoods where they live. 

Some BME associations in the study were putting forward proposals for their own
involvement in neighbourhood renewal initiatives, and it is important both for
mainstream associations and local authorities to be open to such involvement, and for
government to positively encourage it in line with the National Strategy.

A third, related area is community cohesion. BME associations are open to the criticism
that their work acts against, rather than strengthens, community cohesion,27 and there
was some acknowledgement of this amongst views expressed by BME associations for
this study (see chapter 4). 

One particular area which seems to offer scope to BME associations is in forming or
taking part in initiatives to create new areas of settlement for existing BME communities
which have become concentrated in often overcrowded and poor quality inner city
accommodation, and where many households might be willing to live outside these
traditional areas if they could rely on the trusted support which a BME association might
be well-placed to provide. This could be a route to either new development or stock
transfer opportunities for the BME HA, as well as enabling it to show that it can work
with white as well as with BME communities.

A separate project by CIH for the Housing Corporation has recently looked at housing’s
role in promoting community cohesion.28 This has identified examples of BME
associations already involved in such initiatives (see case studies 3 and 4). CIH has also
drawn the attention of social landlords to the potential for BME associations’
involvement in lettings schemes where the aim is to improve community cohesion.29

A final area is work with asylum seekers and refugees. Some BME associations – but not
many – have extensive experience in this type of work, but as we noted in chapter 4
there is a reputation to be built amongst new refugee communities as well as
opportunities for providing culturally sensitive services to asylum seekers. CIH recently
argued the case for a much greater effort on the part of local authorities and housing
associations in these areas,30 and it would be surprising if BME associations, in
particular, did not recognise the importance of this work and what they could bring to it.

Of course, individual BME associations will need to take a hard-headed approach to any
of these areas of potential diversification, and assess the risks as well as the
opportunities they offer, and whether they really are steps towards the longer-term
viability to which BME associations aspire.
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(Independent Review Team, 2001).
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29. CIH (2003a) Offering Communities Real Choice – Lettings and Community Cohesion. CIH, Coventry.
30. CIH (2003b) Providing a Safe Haven – housing asylum seekers and refugees. CIH, Coventry.
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PROMOTING COMMUNITY COHESION

Case study 3: Ashiana HA, Rochdale

Ashiana is taking a key role in the Community Induction Project (CIP) in Rochdale, which builds on the
success of a similar initiative – the Canalside Community Induction Project – which also involved
Ashiana. The original project aimed to ensure the success of a new housing development aimed at the
Bangladeshi community, being developed outside the ‘traditional’ Bengali area in Rochdale. The first
project was a great success. The new one, following similar methods, comes about in response to rising
void levels, increasing turnover, a tailing off in participation and rising concerns about the sustainability
of an area called Newbold, which has a number of social landlords. This second incarnation of the
project is focused on drawing south Asian households into social rented accommodation, by marketing
local estates adjacent to the large south Asian population and by supporting households taking up
these opportunities. 

Objectives include:

• countering negative perceptions and marketing the area to new clients;

• providing support to tenants;

• making the area a safer place to live;

• promoting interaction across the population;

• forging partnership working among landlords active in the area;

• providing a community development service.

The project co-ordinator and administrator are based at the Ashiana office in Rochdale. Project staff in
Newbold are based at the estate office of the Guinness Trust and are representative of the target
population and skilled in community languages. The project is managed by a steering group involving
representatives of the different landlords working in the Newbold area, which meets quarterly to
receive project updates. The CIP initiative is currently funded from Housing Market Renewal Pathfinder
‘early wins’ money.

Early achievements are:

• various events to draw together residents from all sections of the population;

• support to over 400 clients in the first six months;

• extending the housing choices of South Asian households, by opening up the possibility of moving
into what were reported to have been ‘no-go’ areas;

• landlords reporting a waiting list of applicants wanting to live in Newbold.

(Material based on Robinson et al, 2004)

Case study 4: William Sutton Trust and Manningham Housing Association

The Tyersal estate is William Sutton Trust’s only one in Bradford and it was concerned about the limited
number of applications from minority ethnic households. Manningham Housing Association,
meanwhile, was keen to draw on the expertise of the Trust in tenant participation.

The initiative aims to:

• improve tenant involvement among Manningham’s tenants;

• develop awareness and understanding among the Trust’s tenants about the local community and
raise levels of contact between them and the surrounding population.

➔



The project is supported financially by both associations and employs a Community Initiatives Worker,
based at Manningham but supported by a joint management team. 

The Community Initiatives Worker researched the experiences of residents, including harassment and
community involvement, and their views on service delivery. The worker then liaised closely with the
Community Development Worker on the estate, employed by the Trust. A number of activities have
been arranged by the two workers on a partnership basis, including a joint meeting between the local
community association and Manningham Tenants’ Association. An outcome of this was that the two
groups realised that they shared similar concerns. 

The Community Initiatives Worker also works with a local group which brings different communities
together through music and arts and to promote interaction and understanding. Other activities have
involved young people from different communities.

Early achievements include:

• increasing awareness of different cultures and acceptance of diversity;

• supporting the presence and increasing the confidence of the small number of minority ethnic
tenants living on the estate;

• encouraging the involvement of white residents in the wider neighbourhood.

(Case study based on extracts from Robinson et al, 2004)
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Summary

Joining group structures is controversial, and reflects both the dangers and potential for BME
associations. Group structures seem to have saved some from extinction. But the financial advantages
of group membership, which may exist, could not be found as part of this study. Many BME
associations are opposed to group structures. For those in trouble, however, the alternative to joining a
group may well be merger with a larger association – with even more loss of identity.

Attitudes might change if mainstream groups and their prospective BME HA members could
demonstrate benefits and strengthened identity as part of a group: for example, if the BME HA were
to grow substantially through stock transfer within the group, or were to act as a visible catalyst for
change, promoting cultural sensitivity in the group generally.

One alternative may be to create new joint relationships, possibly between BME associations – 
perhaps as a way of entering new markets such as working with asylum seekers and refugees. 
For example:

• Small-but-strong landlords (BME or mainstream) could form alliances and working relationships with
similar organisations for mutual benefit, whether financial or strategic.

• Within a region, BME associations could preserve their own local base by forming a group structure
with other regional BME associations, thus reinforcing a BME ethos.

If wider partnerships between BME and mainstream associations develop out of the new investment
system, longer-term structures may emerge that offer some of the advantages of group membership
while protecting the separate identity of the partners. 

8.1 Findings

8.1.1 What is the impact of group structures on BME associations?
Whether BME associations should join group structures is a controversial issue amongst
BME associations themselves. Joining a group is often a response to the uncertain future
of ‘going it alone’ but may involve loss of identity for any association and – in the case of
a BME association – may be judged to compromise their special status because of the
changed management structure inherent in a group. On the other hand joining a group
may enable a BME HA to develop an enhanced role that would not be possible by
remaining independent. 

The issue is important to the future of the sub-sector as so many BME associations are of
modest size, some (as we have seen) are vulnerable to risk, many want further property
management or development opportunities and joining a group may be an obvious
potential response – as it is for many mainstream associations. We therefore considered
this issue in both the Case Study and HCH Reports (three of the case study associations
in the former were in group structures with mainstream associations, and two in the
latter).
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Housing association opinion (amongst those interviewed for the Case Study Report) was
divided on whether the identity and ethos of BME associations were compromised if
they joined groups. Although the three associations that had joined groups, and two of
those that had not, were positive about the experience or potential of group structures,
the majority of those interviewed considered independence to be of central importance. 

Reasons for joining groups
For the three case study associations in groups, financial difficulties had played a
significant role in the decision to join, including being under Housing Corporation
supervision. Two had considered but rejected mergers with other BME associations.
Sharing support services was considered by all three as an advantage of group
membership, and a range of other advantages and new opportunities was cited.
Disadvantages included loss of independence and criticism from their peer group for
joining a group. All three associations also identified things that they had contributed to
the group they had joined: for example, they had imparted their expertise in race
equality and diversity, added to the group’s asset base and provided greater credibility
in bids for new schemes.

The potential financial benefits of entering into group structures can include:

• lower administration costs through pooling central support services;

• improved borrowing terms achieved though inter-company borrowing; 

• increased opportunities for development;

• risk sheltering.

The financial profiles of the two associations in the HCH Study that operate within
group structures were examined for evidence of these potential financial benefits, but the
results were inconclusive and a more in-depth analysis would be required. 

Housing Corporation staff (in a discussion for this study) saw both advantages and
disadvantages in group structures. Group structures are often ill thought out. Whilst
they often result in benefits, these are seldom the benefits that were suggested at the
outset. In particular economies of scale tend not to occur. Clear objectives from the outset
are crucial and the Corporation’s Group Structure Toolkit is intended to be helpful in
this. 

The Audit Commission study Group Dynamics31 also has mixed messages for BME
associations and transfer. It found that:

“Group structures can have financial benefits; associations can reduce tax liabilities and make
savings on borrowing. However, savings from economising on central services or operational
integration are not automatic. They may be outweighed by set-up, transitional and ongoing
costs.”

But the report did find that “the clearest cost advantages...were demonstrated by very small
associations that had joined groups, including those that had been in financial difficulties when
operating alone”. While this may point to some advantages for smaller BME associations,
if such associations see this as a way of taking on stock locally from the larger
association then the study also said that “groups to date have been vehicles for geographical
expansion rather than local consolidation. This reduces the scope for savings through integrated
operations”.
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Local authority views of BME associations in group structures
Local authority strategy and enabling officers were asked (in the Case Study Report)
whether they thought there were changes in the role that black and minority ethnic
associations played if they merged with mainstream associations or if they joined
mainstream group structures. Opinion was divided. Two took the view that these
changes would inevitably be bad for the distinctive role of BME associations. One argued
strongly that:

“It works for two years but then they get sucked in and they lose their focus. I am in favour of
a specialist focus – small housing associations, with clear aims and a focus on a particular
area. One option would be for a number of black and minority ethnic associations to form
their own group structure.”

The other interviewee’s concerns were mainly about the effect on support from other
mainstream associations, who would argue that, if it joined a group, the minority
association should now receive its services and support from within its group and not
from its traditional partners. 

Two other local authority interviewees, however, were clear that where BME associations
had joined groups, they had not lost their identity and were able to exert a positive
influence on the other members of the group. The final two authorities took a pragmatic
line – it depends what works. 

The MDA study32 into BME HA involvement in local authority stock transfers concludes
that: 

“A BME HA can achieve substantial rates of growth within a large group structure. The vast
resources that a smaller HA within the group can call upon (financial and expertise/skills) are
a tremendous advantage. In areas with large BME populations with diverse unmet needs, a
BME HA in a group can enable delivery of the housing and related solutions to be better
consolidated and focused.”

The MDA advocates being part of a group structure as one way in which a BME HA can
demonstrate to a local authority that it has the resources to deal with a major project
such as stock transfer. 

Conclusion
The advantages of group structures for BME associations must be viewed with caution.
On the one hand, they seemed to have saved some of them from extinction, and they
argue that this has not been at the cost of their distinctive identity and role. Some local
authorities with experience of BME associations in group structures support this view.
There are, in theory, financial advantages to group membership, but they could not be
found as part of this study and the Audit Commission study asks serious questions
about how real these might be. Further work would be needed to establish whether they
exist in practice.

On the other hand, many BME associations and some local authorities interviewed were
opposed to their joining group structures, because of the loss of identity and
independence. The weight of BME association opinion supported this view, and even
those who had joined groups agreed there had been loss of independence if not identity.
For BME associations in trouble, however, the alternative to joining a group structure
may well be merger with a larger association – with even more loss of identity.

GROUPS AND PARTNERSHIPS

51

32. Managing Diversity Associates (forthcoming).



8.1.2 How effective are relations with and between BME associations?
Relations between mainstream and black and minority ethnic associations 
Housing association respondents in the main Case Study Report were asked about
partnerships with other associations. By far the most common type of partnership
involved development and management of properties, typically involving procurement
by mainstream associations with BME associations managing the housing through leases
or management agreements – and then often, but not always, acquiring the freeholds at
some later date. Several associations had received stock from mainstream associations
and some were trying to have local authority stock transferred to them. 

Other types of partnership included:

• Strategic partnerships between those selected as preferred partners – associations from
both sectors working together to develop and implement strategies for whole areas.

• Transfers of stock to BME associations specifically to assist viability and to strengthen
an association’s ability to meet minority ethnic housing needs.

• Race equality initiatives, such as the preparation of black and minority ethnic
strategies.

• Secondment and shadowing arrangements.

Some partnerships took the form of black and minority ethnic associations’ providing
services to mainstream organisations. These included:

• equality and diversity training;

• researching community needs;

• advising on race equality strategies;

• help in recruiting minority ethnic board members;

• translation services;

• advising on culturally sensitive provision;

• providing mentoring to enable organisations to change their culture.

Associations were asked about how well partnership arrangements worked. Several
associations, in both sectors, said that transfers from mainstream associations have
worked well or reasonably well. Many arrangements for development and management
were also said to work well, although a number of changes were afoot. Several
associations mentioned Housing Corporation proposals for the reduction in the number
of associations carrying out development and a number of BME associations mentioned
reducing the number of development partners they used.

But there were some criticisms of development and management partnerships. Two
comparator associations complained of the quality of management of some of their
homes by BME associations. Some other associations referred to the long process
involved in the transfer of ownership at the end of management agreements.

A separate set of interviews with development directors in mainstream associations that
are working with BME associations elicited a range of comments, positive and negative.
Two of the three interviewed were nevertheless interested in longer-term partnerships
with just one or two BME associations, which they thought would foster a positive
relationship and enable problems to be resolved more effectively than in ‘one-off’
arrangements.

However, BME associations were far more critical of their partnerships with mainstream
associations. Although not by any means applying to all those interviewed, there were
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many criticisms, particularly about the lack of true partnerships in bidding and
development and slowness in the subsequent transfer of ownership. This issue elicited
some of the strongest held views expressed during the work on this report and also a
range of suggestions for how relationships could be improved.

It is clearly important that ways are found of overcoming these problems since the
Housing Corporation (in our discussion for this study with key staff) see development
partnerships with mainstream associations as being one of the main ways forward for
BME associations.

Relations between black and minority ethnic associations
Comments made by BME associations about relations within the sub-sector were mainly
very positive. There were, however, some negative points. One interviewee expressed
disappointment that some large BME associations no longer call themselves that, another
spoke of criticism from other BME associations when they joined a mainstream group,
and a third reported that attempts at working together have not always been successful. 

Some heads of BME associations interviewed questioned whether the term ‘BME
housing association’ was still the best method of branding what they are, a point taken
up earlier in the report.

8.2 Discussion

8.2.1 Group structures
The debate among BME associations on partnerships with other associations often
revolves around the issue of group structures. This is understandable given that it is
clearly controversial, with some within the BME sub-sector seeing those BME
associations which have joined group structures with mainstream associations as no
longer being BME-led in any real sense. It also reflects the trend in the association sector
generally for group structures.

Part of the controversy over group structures is that they are often seen as a kind of last
chance saloon and associated with loss of autonomy and compromise of purpose. But
some small BME associations may find themselves more challenged than ever before: if
they cannot afford high quality management, governance and strategic thinking,
circumstances might force them to join with a larger association, potentially diluting
their original cultural uniqueness, and leaving their BME tenants without cultural
champions.

On the other hand, if mainstream groups and their current or future BME HA members
could demonstrate clear benefits and strengthening of identity as part of a group, this
might change. For example, if the BME HA were substantially to grow in size through
stock transfer within the group, or were to act as a catalyst for change, promoting
cultural sensitivity in the group’s services generally, then the advantages of joining
groups might be more evident. Case study 5 gives an indication of the positive effects of
group membership.

A further area needing exploration is that of joint working relationships between BME
housing associations, and whether these offer an alternative to group structures with
mainstream associations as a way forward for smaller BME associations. It might be
particularly appropriate as a means for tapping into new markets such as working with
asylum seekers and refugees. This point is taken up at the end of this chapter. 
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SUCCESSFUL OUTCOME OF JOINING A GROUP STRUCTURE

Case study 5: Ashram HA

In October 2002 Ashram HA joined the Accord Group structure. Ashram HA became a subsidiary
organisation but retains its autonomous status within the Accord Group. The board of Ashram exercise
overall control of the running and direction of the organisation, supported by a senior management
team. Accord has three nominated representatives on the Ashram board and in turn Ashram has two
nominated places on the Accord board. Within the group structure Ashram buys into central services,
i.e. strategic finance, human resources, training and IT on a service level agreement. 

Ashram believes that the group structure has increased its capacity to improve service delivery, respond
to opportunities and play a role in supporting the wider BME sector.

Since joining the Accord Group structure, Ashram believes that it has made significant progress in a
number of strategic, financial and operational areas, for example:
• The deficit on reserves has reduced from £1.7m to £300k.
• In 2003/4 Ashram is expected to make a surplus of £315k.
• Re-financing the loan portfolio has substantially reduced interest payments and provided a facility

for Ashram to purchase new properties in its own right. Ashram is in a position, if it so wishes, to
bid for new developments.

• Using a combination of its own resources and with the help of Accord, Ashram has been able to
secure the purchase of properties from partners where there was an agreement to purchase.

• Efficiency savings of £100k+ have been made largely by reducing management costs.
• The business plan meets with the approval of the Housing Corporation and lenders.
• Operationally encouraging progress is being made in the reduction of rent arrears, voids and the

active participation of tenants.
• Accord has transferred stock to Ashram in Sandwell. Over the next 12 months this will be extended

to Walsall and Coventry.
• In Coventry, Ashram and Accord have jointly opened a new office. The plan is for Accord to transfer

its 150 properties to Ashram so that in 12 months time Ashram will have 300 properties in the city.
• Secondments have taken place from Accord. This insight into a different set of organisational

challenges and issues, and exposure to different client groups, has benefited both Accord and the
secondees on their return, aiding personal and professional development.

• This learning also extends to Accord staff that sit on cross-organisation working parties.
• Accord’s policies and procedures now benefit from review processes that enable Ashram to offer its

expertise in race & cultural diversity.
• Accord’s plans to become a major regional housing association player have been strengthened with

Ashram joining the group. It is unlikely that Accord would have assumed such a major role in
Birmingham without Ashram. Ashram is at the forefront of the group’s Birmingham strategy.

• Accord is facilitating the introduction of Ashram into areas where Ashram is not currently active but
where its presence could aid the needs of BME communities, i.e. Walsall, Sandwell &
Wolverhampton.

• The major growth plans for the Accord Group are based around Ashram’s aspirations to embrace
the opportunities arising from demographic changes.

• Senior officers and the board of Ashram play an important part in forming new policy and strategic
direction for the Accord Group.

• Ashram staff are benefiting from personal development and training opportunities made available
through the Accord Group.

• Increased organisational capacity has enabled Ashram to play an important role in influencing local,
regional and national BME policy issues.

(Based on material supplied by Ashram HA.)
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8.2.2 Partnerships with mainstream associations
Relations between BME and mainstream associations are critical to the future of BME
associations. There will always be frictions in any partnership working, and when asked
to comment the putative partners may well emphasise the negatives rather than the
positives of the relationship. Nevertheless it is clear that there is cause for concern given
the number of interviews in which either mainstream associations were critical of BME
associations or, more especially, vice versa.

A number of BME associations put forward suggestions on how relations with
mainstream partners could be improved. For example:
• the Housing Corporation strategy should give incentives to positive partnerships

between mainstream and BME associations;
• the Housing Corporation should set out an expectation that stock will be transferred

to BME associations;
• the development protocol, which has been established in the London Borough of

Brent, should be widely adopted; and,
• local black and minority ethnic networks and federations should be re-focussed to

become more strategic.

Some or all of these suggestions might help and it may be worthwhile considering them
further and collecting examples of good practice. Certainly this would seem to be a key
area in which the Corporation should undertake further work, particularly since
partnership working between associations is likely to increase as a result of Reinventing
Investment. CIH is currently undertaking work looking at the Reinventing Investment
proposals and producing guidance to help partnering work.33 The material below reflects
some of the emerging ideas.

Better partnership working
While the Corporation has a role in improving partnerships, poor relations which exist at
a practical level can probably only be resolved at that level. Partnerships work well
when there is clarity of roles and a degree of trust between the parties. 

BME associations need to be aware that being a BME association is not enough in itself 
to warrant partnerships. Those BME associations which have been very successful in
growing through stock transfers from larger organisations, seem to have done this by
promoting themselves as the partner of choice for mainstream associations, knowing
what added value they provide and developing a confident client role. 

BME associations need to recognise that the way they present and sell themselves is
crucial to garnering support. Our research suggests that a critical success factor in the
growth of the most successful BME associations, particularly through stock transfers
from larger associations, is that they promote themselves as the partner of choice, and
are clear about what added value they provide. This can be done if strategies are
developed to strengthen governance, attract good calibre staff, have a clear focus –
geographically or in terms of product base, or both – and pro-actively promote the
association to larger associations and other stakeholders.

Mainstream associations often seem to involve BME associations in partnerships 
because of external pressure, rather than the positive advantages of local and specialist
knowledge which BME associations can offer. Mainstream associations need to recognise
not only the role which BME partners can play, but also the limitations which smaller
associations have in developing the skills to be an effective client/partner. 

GROUPS AND PARTNERSHIPS

55

33. Zitron, J (2004) Towards Investment Partnering. CIH, Coventry.



Both the BME and mainstream associations must ensure that they are good partners
when engaged in joint development schemes or other joint working, both practically in
delivering good services and in a wider sense in respecting each other and ensuring that
such respect applies not just at senior but at all levels of the organisation which are in
contact with each other. 

Partnering and new development
BME associations will need to consider carefully what type of relationship they wish to
have, and can in practice sustain, with the new lead developers. Under the Housing
Corporation’s rules, an association can join (but not lead) more than one partnership.
There is no clear definition of the rights and obligations of membership of a development
partnership. However, given the way these partnerships are developing in the pilot
programme, the assumption is that the lead developer will aim to reach consensus with
the other members over all major programme, policy and procedural issues. Whilst being
in a partnership can therefore mean more influence, it also takes up time. 

For a BME association working in a tight geographical area, where just one or two
partnerships undertake the ADP, being an active member may be feasible. But some BME
associations work over a wide area because they are highly specialised, perhaps housing
and supporting small and scattered communities, or providing care and support or
associated non-housing facilities. For these associations, it may not be practicable to be a
member of every partnership in every area. In this case, the relationship may be one as
customer of development partnerships.

BME associations need to give careful attention to the kinds of development partnership
that would be best for their circumstances. At least in the early years of the new
partnering arrangements, this may be a complex issue, as partnering arrangements are
likely to be of varying kinds. The possibilities are summarised in the box.34

ALTERNATIVE TYPES OF PARTNERING ARRANGEMENT

1. The lead partner is a single, generally large, association where the BME association will be a client of
that association.

2. The lead partner is a housing association group which comprises two or more associations (and
possibly other bodies). Usually such groups have a centralised development team, possibly located
within the group parent association or in a separate development company. For legal or technical
reasons, the body carrying out the development function may not be the body that receives the
Social Housing Grant and/or owns land/property and/or raises the private finance.

3. A ‘genuine’ partnership – involving a lead association (as in the first two categories above) but with
other, wholly independent, associations being members of the partnership. These latter associations
may, at least in the short term, keep their own development teams but the partnership will aim to
gain (for example) economies of scale or reduced costs through joint procurement, common
specifications or co-ordinated land acquisition. Whilst these are genuine partnerships (in the sense
that the parties want to work together to meet mutual aims) they will rarely have a formal legal
status beyond some type of loose agreement between the members. So, a client BME association is
unlikely to have a formal contractual relationship with the partnership itself; that will be with one (or
more) or the members. Because, as noted in (2), the development function, the land and the money
may not all be in the same place, the BME association may have arrangements with several parties. 

4. At least for the period 2004 to 2006, some associations will still have allocations under the traditional
funding route and some BME associations may be working with them. Allocations under the
traditional route will, for example, still fall under the Total Cost Indicator (TCI) system.
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This is all potentially confusing for any association seeking to do business with
developing associations. It is also closely linked to the issues of control and risk.
Development clients, whether BME associations or others, generally like to have control,
or at least influence, over issues such as design and specification, often because they
have specialist expertise not possessed by the developing association. However, if you
want to be able to make a decision (control), you have to bear the cost (risk). The new
partnering arrangements are, in part, designed to standardise some aspects of the
development process and product, so partnerships may be loath to allow clients scope to
have wide variations in the product delivered. It is therefore important at an early stage
to be clear what scope there is, and at what price. For many BME associations it may be
useful to try and agree a priced ‘menu’ of variations so that both parties are clear, rather
than trying to settle this on a scheme by scheme basis. 

Whether a BME association is a client or a partner, trust and mutual confidence are
important, and long and complex agreements are not necessarily the way to build these.
Trust and confidence may be built up through the following types of initiative:

• The developing association should be encouraged to understand the BME
association’s business and values, possibly through inviting a representative to join
strategy and policy discussions, and to visit existing schemes. Following this, the
BME association could ask the developing association to present formally what it
understands the BME association’s business and values to be to check there is a
shared understanding.

• Secondments could be arranged between a BME association and the developing
association’s development team, so that both parties understand the processes and
pressures which they each face.

• Training programmes should be undertaken regularly by BME association staff and
board members on the development and development finance process, to help the
BME association be a skilled client.

• Development and other agreements should make clear the expectations of the parties
in terms of (for example) who makes decisions, how these are recorded, and
timescales within which they need to be made and communicated.

• Lead partners under the new system will need to focus on managing the relationship
with clients and partners. So, in choosing a developing association, a BME
association needs to ask how the lead is intending to service the relationship. Also,
the BME association itself needs to be clear who is managing the relationship from its
side.

• Reviews of how successful the process was should be conducted at the end of each
project.

One of the weaknesses of partnerships has been that BME associations end up with a
small number of dwellings in a number of larger sites. This is both expensive and more
difficult to manage. Given the poor experience of multi-landlord estates it is important
that, in thinking management arrangements through, BME associations have more
cohesive management holdings as a result.

8.2.2 Wider partnerships for BME associations?
As we have argued above the sector is likely to face significant pressures to change and
rationalise as a result of the Reinventing Investment agenda. In the light of this it is
important that BME associations (and many medium-sized mainstream associations)
think more creatively about partnership working. 
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Among the possibilities are:

• If wider partnerships develop out of the new investment system, we may see the
emergence of some longer-term partnering arrangements – as envisaged by two of
the mainstream associations we interviewed. 

• Small-but-strong landlords (BME or mainstream) could form alliances and working
relationships with similar organisations for mutual benefit, whether financial or
strategic.

• Within a region, BME associations could preserve their own local base by forming a
group structure with other BME associations with similar bases elsewhere in the
region.

Such alliances may well be facilitated if BME associations do re-brand themselves in the
way discussed earlier in the report. Indeed, given the possibility of convergence between
certain mainstream associations and BME associations over time, it is not impossible to
envisage a merger between a local mainstream association that has made positive strides
in meeting the BME ‘agenda’ and a local BME association – to form a stronger, multi-
ethnic, BME-led association.
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Summary

Support for BME associations from local authorities would be stronger if they: 

• recognise the contribution BME associations can make to housing and other local strategies; 

• actively consider their potential in partial and whole stock transfers;

• involve BME associations as development partners or subsequent managers in new schemes;

• argue for the potential role of BME associations in wider regeneration;

• broker rationalisation of HA stock which could involve local BME associations gaining a better stock
holding;

• offer specific capacity building support for BME associations in the form of secondments of staff and
revenue funding.

But the new investment regime may reduce the role of local authorities and their ability to promote
BME associations.

The Corporation’s review should be clear about its aims for BME associations. Policy should aim both to
protect their current role and encourage them to diversify and expand their capacity. The Corporation
should:

• restate its commitment to “maintain a vibrant BME housing sector to ensure continuing diversity 
and choice”;

• consider how it expects to use BME associations as benchmarking models, and how this fits with
wider race equality duties and policies;

• promote the wider potential of BME associations to meet the government’s aims for community
cohesion;

• show how it will build the future capacity of BME associations.

In doing the latter the Corporation should:

• ensure that partnership programme associations involve BME associations in on-going management
and/or ownership of new stock; 

• commit itself to publishing the impact of its investment decisions on the BME association sub-sector;

• consider identifying BME associations capable of becoming programme partners and helping them
to achieve partner status;

• explore ways of ensuring that as much as possible of the currently-managed stock is transferred to
BME associations within five years;

• with the ODPM, make an explicit commitment to promote local authority transfers to BME
associations.

9.1 Findings

9.1.1 Changes affecting housing associations
Both BME and comparator associations were asked what they felt were the most
significant changes that were likely to affect their associations over the next three years.
There were similarities in the responses, particularly in factors affecting associations’
income and in much of what was said about prospects for development and growth.
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Rent restructuring – the most frequently cited change (albeit by only six of the 24
associations) – was viewed in different ways. Some associations were able to cope with it
better than others. Possible loss of Supporting People grant – mentioned by three – was
thought to be potentially serious. Stock rationalisation (also mentioned by three) did not
come across as a positive policy because it may result in loss of stock. The prospects of
fewer developing associations (five mentions) and the introduction of preferred
partnering arrangements (three mentions) also create uncertainty. Would the associations
be selected for development? What is the role for those not selected as preferred
partners? How should partnerships between developing and non-developing
associations be created?

9.1.2 Housing associations’ role in neighbourhood renewal initiatives 
Associations were specifically asked about future involvement in neighbourhood
renewal, as being a key priority of the Communities Plan and one which affects all
regions in which BME associations work. Some BME associations are already involved –
two in community cohesion programmes and one in a project financed by the
neighbourhood renewal fund. However, of the remaining ten associations, only one had
detailed proposals to be part of such programmes. It had produced a community
cohesion action plan and was also planning to expand its regeneration and economic
development activities.

In answering the same question, some of the interviewees from comparator associations
also spoke of continuing with their current neighbourhood activities, such as support to
local community projects. However, compared with the black and minority ethnic
associations, a few more comparator associations (four) suggested specific ways in which
they could, or were planning to, become involved in broader neighbourhood
programmes. 

This question was also posed in our discussion with ODPM civil servants, since the
National Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal35 had appeared to envisage a greater role
for BME housing associations in neighbourhood management. However, civil servants
did not (for example) see a significant role for BME HAs in leading Neighbourhood
Management Pathfinders. Instead, they saw a secondary role in assisting mainstream
associations, particularly in developing their ability to provide culturally sensitive
services.

9.1.3 Housing associations’ strategies
Associations were asked whether their future strategy is to diversify their activities,
reduce the scope of them or keep the range of their activities broadly the same. Twelve of
the 13 BME associations said they planned to diversify in some way. In contrast, only
four of 11 comparator associations planned to diversify.

Plans mentioned by BME associations included:

• Working with a wider range of agencies including the private sector, for example
black businesses. 

• Developing a wider range of care and support activities.

• Further neighbourhood renewal activities and developing community services such
as legal advice, training, advocacy and support. 
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• Providing student accommodation.

• Expanding outside their present region.

• Selling specialist services.

• Continuing to do work to promote community cohesion.

• Setting up community businesses, e.g. a social enterprise agency to generate income
or use HA assets as a basis to support local organisations. 

• Creating new business units within the association such as care, general needs,
market renting, private sales, shared ownership/key-workers.

• Working with refugees.

9.1.4 BME associations’ perspectives on their future role
All the BME associations interviewed thought that the sub-sector should have a future.
“Successful”, “healthy”, “sustainable”, “vibrant”, “independent”, “retaining identity” were
words used. Stability was thought to be particularly important. Government was
accused of moving the goal posts: it needs to say what is expected and then stick to it.
BME HAs could then demonstrate their effectiveness and deliver community cohesion
and sustainability. 

Two interviewees saw a continuing need for BME associations’ influence on the
mainstream sector in terms of race equality and diversity. Two others thought their
existence would always be necessary because they provide services in a way that
mainstream organisations cannot. Three associations saw that BME HAs face a number
of options and that the future would see greater diversification. One said:

“There will be a mixed picture. All associations will be different. Some associations will stay
as they are. Some will be more in tune with the real world – prepared to diversify and go into
partnership and see that it is not the sole purpose to increase stock. Most black and minority
ethnic housing associations will stay local, which is what we will do. We will concentrate on
three local authority districts.”

Another said that there is a need for vibrant and forward-looking black and minority
ethnic associations. They will have to choose between scaling down and focusing on
special needs; staying as they are (general needs and special needs, attracting and
developing high quality staff); or growing and diversifying into fields such as care,
market renting, shared ownership, etc.

A third association saw a crucial role for the sector regardless of whether associations
were independent or part of a group. It was likely that there would be more joining
group structures but there was also a need for locally based black and minority ethnic
associations.

Perhaps the most radical vision from the black and minority ethnic associations argued
for a complete change:

“As a sector we are not very good at knowing and communicating what we are good at. We
need to get away from thinking that we are ‘second class citizens’. What we are doing is much
more valuable than mainstream associations. We need to re-brand black and minority ethnic
housing associations – be robust about our mission, fantastic in service delivery, desirable,
have good performance, be business-like. We have no problems attracting white people as
tenants.”
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As well as the other issues raised in this research about the future of BME associations,
one other factor arose in the discussion – what might be termed ‘the people factor’.
Concerns were expressed about where the next ‘generation’ of people from BME
communities, motivated and skilled to work in BME associations, would actually come
from. Two interviewees felt that young black people were less motivated than before by
the drive to political change that motivated current senior BME HA people when they
began in the sector. In relation to board membership, increasing demands on board
members to have specific skills might be difficult to meet in those associations which
draw their boards from relatively small communities. 

9.1.5 Mainstream housing associations’ perspectives
Whilst there was some common ground about the continued need for specialist
provision, some important differences emerged in the views of the comparator
associations, mostly concerning what was thought to be a greater blurring of distinctions
between BME and mainstream associations. 

Two interviewees argued that the two were moving closer together. In spite of that, one
argued that there was a need for a diverse housing association movement and some
associations would continue to have specialisms that catered for particular communities’
needs. However, other associations, presently within the BME sub-sector, could decide
that they wanted to be more diverse in terms of activities and groups that were housed
and it would be a matter for the associations themselves to decide whether they wanted
a ‘black and minority ethnic’ label. That interviewee also argued that there might be a
split in the movement between those who retain their original purpose and those who
diversify.

Another association interviewee argued that:

“There seems to be pressure on black and minority ethnic associations to grow but this needs
to be balanced against the need for culturally sensitive services. They need to have a primary
role in community cohesion. The differences between black and minority ethnic and
mainstream housing associations will be eroded as we have to gear up our business to meet
black and minority ethnic needs. Our local BME association is moving more mainstream. The
community cohesion agenda – creating more mixed communities and better community
relations – is the arena in which the black and minority ethnic and mainstream sectors will
move more closely together.”

Another association played down even more the distinction between the two sectors:

“Some black and minority ethnic housing associations are good; some are mediocre. My
preference is for housing associations based in a defined community that provide services to
the whole community and are judged by quality of service. The real issue is about good
services, employing black and minority ethnic people and use of black businesses and not the
‘black and minority ethnic’ label. Indeed some former black and minority ethnic associations
have stopped using the label.”

Another interviewee from a comparator association put forward another way of looking
at the ‘black and minority ethnic’ and ‘mainstream’ distinction: in cities such as
Birmingham and London, where the BME communities will, by the next generation,
outnumber the white population and where in parts of London they already do, parent
organisations should ensure that substantial elements of stock are transferred to the BME
association group members. The effect would be to transform these associations into the
largest in their areas. 
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9.1.6 Local authority perspectives
Local authority interviewees identified a number of areas for the expansion of BME HA
activities. Four thought that they have a role in assisting mainstream organisations to
change so that they are more able to provide culturally sensitive services. Four also
articulated the need for development of a specific neighbourhood focus, some arguing for
a broadening of regeneration activities. One argued that concentrating on particular
neighbourhoods also implied associations giving up stock outside those areas. Two
authorities spoke of an expanded role in private sector housing, for example providing
culturally sensitive services to homeowners.

Three authorities argued for a growing role in providing accommodation and support for
black and minority ethnic people in new settlement areas, those living away from
neighbourhoods where the communities have traditionally settled. One of the three argued:

“We fail to realise the potential. Community cohesion is the vital issue. Black and minority
ethnic housing associations have the confidence and trust of the black and minority ethnic
communities and therefore they would be prepared to move out of traditional settlement areas 
if new homes were built elsewhere by the associations. This would create balanced communities.
So, the Housing Corporation must support development by, or for, black and minority ethnic
associations outside traditional areas. The Corporation has got to be prescriptive about this.
Black and minority ethnic associations are not segregationist. They have a role to play in
community cohesion. This is important for the catchment areas of schools.”

9.1.7 Tenant perspectives
Based on the work with tenants, the IPPR team suggest three areas of future challenges
for BME HAs:

• Building a strong and vibrant BME social housing sector whilst also developing
good practice in mainstream housing associations
Providing good services to BME communities should not be the preserve of the best
BME organisations. Breaking down and addressing language and cultural barriers and
sending a clear message of inclusiveness and cultural awareness should be
mainstreamed in other, non-BME housing associations. The best BME associations
should be a benchmark against which all housing associations are measured and are
expected to deliver. 

• Identifying the right spaces and places for mixed communities and communities 
that are more homogenous
One of the greatest bones of contention is around how properties are allocated and in
turn how communities are shaped. The most vociferous comments were from BME
tenants living in rundown areas who felt that they had been allocated their properties
because of their ethnicity and had little opportunity to move elsewhere. One woman
claimed that her housing association had a policy not to place more than two BME
families a year in nicer, predominantly ‘white’ estates. Clarity and transparency in the
way that properties are allocated to BME tenants is needed, particularly in cases where
tenants feel that they are getting a raw deal. Arguments were also made strongly for
areas to be shaped around particular communities however, particularly among Asian
tenants.

• Recognising the diversity of people captured within the label of ‘BME communities’
– and in turn their very different needs 
It is crucial to avoid talking about BME communities as single groups of people – there
are many different cultures and faiths with different needs; and enormous differences,
for example, between different generations; those born in the UK and outside; or those
whose English is strong or weak. Good practice in relation to BME tenants should be
part and parcel of broader moves towards customer-centred approaches which match
services to individual needs rather than assuming that one size fits all.
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9.2 Discussion

A theme of this report has been that both BME and mainstream associations need to
change and develop if the sector is to continue to meet the needs of BME communities
and also maintain a healthy diversity of providers. Our final discussion section looks
first at the role of local authorities in supporting the future development of BME
associations, then more widely at the policies of the Housing Corporation and the
government generally. 

9.2.1 BME housing associations and local government
Local authorities have an important role in providing a positive framework in which
BME associations can operate: many do so already to a lesser or greater extent; they now
need to recognise the wider potential roles of the associations and incorporate them into
their strategies and operations.

The most important aspects of the relationship between BME associations and local
authorities are potentially these:

• Recognition of BME associations within local authority strategies
Local authorities prepare and implement a range of strategies for housing and other
services to which BME associations can make an important contribution. The overall
housing strategy is the obvious example, but others are:
– BME housing strategies36

– community cohesion strategies37

– asylum and refugee strategies38

and there may well be further examples in which BME associations can have a
significant role.

• Transfers – partial and whole stock
We later emphasise the importance of the Corporation and ODPM promoting the
role of BME associations in LA transfers, but this clearly depends on the active
interest of the authorities themselves. This may take the form either of small transfers
to BME associations directly, or BME associations as partners in larger or whole stock
transfers.

• New development
BME associations may be particularly useful either as development partners or
subsequent managers in new schemes which the authority is supporting. The 
Brent (now London) protocol was cited as being an important model for such
involvement.

• Regeneration
LAs can argue for the potential role of BME associations in neighbourhood
management39 or wider regeneration partnerships.

• Rationalisation
A particular issue for many BME associations is that they have inherited a pepper
potted, diverse stock. The LA is in a position to try and broker rationalisation of
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36. See Blackaby, R. and Chahal, K. (2000) Black and ethnic minority housing strategies: a good practice guide.
CIH, Coventry.

37. See for example Blackaby, R. (2004) Community Cohesion and Housing: a good practice guide. CIH, 
Coventry.

38. Authorities such as Leicester and Cardiff have refugee housing strategies.  For these and other good
practice examples, see Chartered Institute of Housing (2003b) Providing a safe haven – housing asylum
seekers and refugees: a CIH policy paper. Chartered Institute of Housing, Coventry.

39. See for example Duncan, P. & Thomas, S. (2001) Neighbourhood Management – a good practice guide.
Chartered Institute of Housing, Coventry.



stock within its area which could involve local BME associations gaining a more
manageable stock holding.

• More general support 
There are examples of LAs giving specific capacity building support for BME
associations in the form of secondments of staff and revenue funding.

It will be important for local authorities to continue with support of these kinds even if –
as is increasingly the case in some conurbations – they are looking to the sub-regional
level as the priority for their strategy development. There is a risk that, as sub-regional
working gains pace, BME associations may be forgotten if they are strong in parts of the
sub-region but not others, and the partner LAs adopt a ‘lowest common denominator’
approach to partnership arrangements.

Another risk – which we pick up again below – is the possible adverse impact of the new
Housing Corporation development regime on the ability of authorities to influence
which HA partners they will work with. Authorities will particularly want to ensure that
potential developing associations can either provide culturally sensitive services
themselves, or that they have good partnership arrangements – for example with a BME
HA – to do so.

9.2.2 BME housing associations, the Housing Corporation and Central 
Government

The Corporation’s current role in relation to BME associations
The Corporation’s policies and actions are still a crucial factor in the future role and
development of BME associations. As the Corporation reviews its BME Housing Strategy
this year, it has an ideal opportunity to clarify its aims for BME associations and how it
will seek to achieve them.

The original growth of BME associations was heavily dependent on the support and
nurturing provided by the Corporation, with its early BME policies being focussed on
promoting a distinctive BME sub-sector. Its more recent BME strategies have shifted their
focus towards the housing association sector as a whole, changing the dynamics of
support for BME housing associations. 

But the current BME strategy is still clear in wanting “to maintain a vibrant BME housing
sector to ensure continuing diversity and choice”. The recent rent restructuring determination
paper40 stressed that BME associations were being supported to ensure the continuing
“vital capacity building role of BME associations in developing a diverse social housing sector”. 

Our research suggests that the broad thrust of the Corporation’s BME strategy is right.
Two of the recommendations from the IPPR report on the research with tenants are
helpful signals of the way forward for Corporation policy:

• “recognising the diversity of people captured within the label of ‘BME communities’ – and in
turn the very different needs that they might have;

• building a strong and vibrant BME social housing sector whilst also developing good practice
in mainstream housing associations.”

The IPPR work with tenants also showed that culturally sensitive services are important
to them, and that BME associations have greater strengths in this area than mainstream
associations. 
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We therefore believe that the BME strategy should continue both to ensure that BME
needs are met more generally by housing associations and to maintain a vibrant BME
sub-sector in recognition of its ‘vital capacity building role’.

The Housing Corporation’s functions have also significantly changed from those of
promotion and support for associations, to those of “regulating, investing and improving
the proper performance of housing associations”. This puts the emphasis on BME associations
being regulated on the same basis as others. One of the themes of this report is that BME
associations need to be seen as successful in their own right, not just creatures of the
Corporation. This would be consistent with the Corporation no longer ‘promoting’ the
BME associations, just as it does not promote other types of association (rural, special
needs, etc.).

This is reinforced by the findings of the Source 69 research41 which found that “those
(associations) that failed seemed to do so for much the same reasons regardless of location or
whether they were BME or non-BME housing associations”.

The Corporation and the ODPM have however been prepared to provide assistance to
BME associations whose viability is threatened by policy changes, by creating the rent
restructuring fund. Given that BME associations were ‘late entrants’ to the sector this is
clearly the right approach. We do not see this as inconsistent with our general view
about the Corporation no longer promoting BME associations, because it is about
protecting what already exists and recognising the potentially adverse impact of a recent
policy change.

The area of the Corporation’s policy where there are ambiguities is that whilst it
recognises the need to protect the existing BME associations as a viable sub-sector, does
it also see the growth of those associations as a legitimate strategic objective?

The Corporation’s future role: building capacity of BME associations
We believe that while it is important that BME associations are no longer viewed as
bodies always requiring special treatment and support, this should not rule out the
Corporation helping to build the capacity of the associations. It should also ensure (as it
has with rent restructuring) that its own policies do not actively disadvantage BME
associations.

The Corporation does not just mechanistically regulate, invest and promote good
practice. It is a substantial and influential agency of government that exercises
considerable sway over others. Therefore, the Corporation’s stance in relation to the
BME sub-sector is important and has a direct effect on its capacity. 

Most BME associations are still relatively small. The growth of the major mainstream
associations from small local bodies to significant businesses during the late 70s and
early 80s was in the context of a much more generous funding regime, with up to 100%
grant as well as revenue subsidy. It is difficult for smaller bodies to develop their
capacity – particularly in terms of high quality staffing, governance and strategic
thinking – from a limited base, especially given the changed climate of the last 20 years. 

It is clear that BME associations wish to grow and develop and that many want to have a
wider role, but the research reported in chapter 7 shows the financial limitations on their
ability to achieve this. If the Corporation wishes to help BME associations then it will
need to help them increase their capacity. 
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The arguments for continuing support for improved capacity can be summarised as:

• the limitations of BME associations, inherent in the time and environment in which
they developed;

• their current positive contribution to the policy agenda, and potential to continue
doing so in future;

• the need to consolidate their ability to deliver those government policy objectives
relevant to them.

• their role in providing a diversity of providers and greater choice for tenants
(endorsed by the research with BME tenants for this report).

To help achieve this we believe that the Corporation should be explicit in its commitment
to building the capacity of BME associations in two key areas, through a combination of
enabling and direct use of its current powers:

• Promoting the capacity of BME associations: Investment

The research has shown that most BME associations are in a position to survive and
develop within the current framework – some albeit with support from the rent
restructuring fund. But we have pointed out that BME associations may be vulnerable
to various threats such as changes in interest rates or in the rent restructuring policy
(e.g. a move to increases at RPI only), or be less able to attract good calibre staff.

The Corporation has a good record of supporting BME associations through ADP
allocations. However, the biggest potential risk to the future development of BME
associations appears to be the changes to the Corporation’s development programme
now taking place as a result of the Reinventing Investment policy, and the restructuring
of the sector which may well result. The continued growth of BME associations may
well be threatened directly by the Corporation’s own policies.

Given the shift towards fewer associations being engaged in development, and the
possibility that local authorities may have a reduced role in determining who will
develop, we believe there will only be limited growth in directly funded development
programmes for the BME sub-sector. Any significant stock growth is therefore likely
to depend on BME associations entering into partnerships with mainstream
associations (or through stock transfers, which we deal with below). 

BME associations, which to date have generally had development allocations – and
therefore ‘clout’ in their partnerships with larger associations – may well lose out
unless the Corporation positively supports their role. Given this risk the Corporation
should express a clear presumption that developing associations will involve BME
associations in the on-going management and/or ownership of newly-developed
stock. 

We understand the difficulties of any formal ‘quota’ system, with the danger of
inappropriate arrangements. But we would like to see the onus put on bidding
partnership associations to justify why they are not including a BME association in
their bid. The Corporation should commit itself to publishing the outcome of this
policy at the time of each ADP round announcement.

Recent ADP announcements have shown that significant numbers of BME
associations are engaged in partnerships with mainstream associations and in London
the ‘big three’ have achieved programme partner status. But outside London probably
only a very limited number of BME associations are capable of achieving partner
status in future bidding rounds. There is a case for the Corporation identifying
individual or groups of BME associations who may be capable of becoming
programme partners in future and helping them build their capacity so they can
achieve this status.
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• Promoting the capacity of BME associations: stock transfers

We argued in chapter 7 that stock transfer from either local authorities or from
mainstream associations is one of the main ways in which BME associations could
grow (see paragraph 7.2.3 above for a more detailed breakdown of transfer types).
There will be less likelihood of a policy breakthrough for BME associations in either
route to stock transfer, however, without strong support from the ODPM and the
Corporation. 

In terms of transfers from other associations we argued that the Corporation should
be less equivocal about their significance and explore ways of ensuring that all – or
as much as possible – of the currently-managed stock is transferred to the BME
associations within, say, five years.

The current ODPM and Corporation pilot of local authority transfers to BME
associations is a welcome development. This needs to be built on because, given the
scale of expected transfers over the next few years, this is an important opportunity
for BME associations that can only be fully taken up if all the relevant agencies make
the necessary effort to ensure that it is high on the list of local authorities’
considerations when they are making their transfer plans.

Summary of recommendations to the Housing Corporation
As part of the review of its BME strategy we believe that the Corporation should:

• Restate its commitment to “maintain a vibrant BME housing sector to ensure continuing
diversity and choice”.

• Consider how it expects to use the expertise of BME associations as benchmarking
models, and how this fits in with its wider race equality duties and policies.

• Consider how the wider potential of BME associations to meet the government’s
aims for community cohesion is actively promoted.

• Clearly outline its policy in relation to the capacity building of BME associations.

In doing the latter we would recommend that the Corporation:

• Announces a presumption that partnership programme associations will involve
BME associations in the on-going management and/or ownership of new stock, with
the onus being put on bidding partnership associations to justify why they are not
including a BME association in their development bid.

• Commit itself to publishing the impact of its investment decisions on the BME
association sub-sector at the time of each ADP round announcement.

• Consider identifying individual associations or groups of BME associations who may
be capable of becoming programme partners and enabling them to build capacity so
they can achieve partner status.

• Explore ways of ensuring that all – or as much as possible – of the currently-
managed stock is transferred to BME associations within five years, subject to those
associations raising the necessary private finance and other relevant conditions.

• With the ODPM to make an explicit commitment to the promotion of local authority
transfers to BME associations.
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Summary

Three possible scenarios for the future of BME associations are put forward:

Scenario 1: Current trends continue
Support for BME housing associations is limited to a ‘laissez faire’ approach on the part of local and
central government. Under this scenario many BME associations may find it difficult to develop their
business and decide to enter group structures or merge with other associations.

Scenario 2: Active capacity building
There are strong arguments for continuing to help build capacity in BME associations, so as to promote
a continued diversity of providers. As a result there would be more development and business
diversification opportunities for BME associations, which would be able to gear up to partnership
arrangements for development and transfer. It could eventually lead to there being less distinction
between BME and mainstream associations. 

Scenario 3: More active support shaped at regional level
The development of bigger BME associations is promoted in several regions to create really visible
BME-led organisations to nurture BME professionals, build BME capacity and improve community
cohesion. Such a scenario would involve choosing BME HA ‘winners’ in all or most regions, given
support to grow with the aim of having more BME-led programme associations.

We conclude by postulating some scenarios for the future of the BME sub-sector – 
based on alternative levels of support by the various arms of government and on the
different kinds of response by the BME HAs themselves and mainstream HAs to the
possible futures considered in earlier parts of the report. The three scenarios are
intended not to be detailed forecasts or prescriptions but to illustrate possible ways in
which BME associations might develop, depending on the environment in which they
operate. 

We take it as read that the Corporation will continue to emphasise to all associations the
need to be sensitive to the needs of BME communities, and to ensure that this is required
through the Regulatory Code. The key variables in these scenarios are the roles and
policies of the Corporation, central and local government and the ability of BME
associations to individually and collectively articulate and promote their role.

The attitude of mainstream associations will also have an important impact on the
success or otherwise of the BME sub-sector. We believe that many mainstream
associations need to adopt a more positive attitude to BME associations. To a certain
extent this involves the Corporation championing BME associations’ role, particularly in
terms of partnership working. The success of the BME associations in promoting
themselves will also in the long term be one of the key determinants of mainstream
associations’ attitudes. 

Scenarios for the development of BME 
housing associations

10
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Under all three scenarios we would expect to see those BME associations which engage
in strong partnerships with developing associations able to grow; those with very strong
local networks able to diversify; and those with a strong performance ethos able to
market local management and culturally sensitive services to mainstream associations.

Some mainstream associations are making progress in improving their ability to meet
BME community needs. How far such progress goes will depend on how rigorously the
regulators pursue this objective. But it is not impossible that in a few years time there
will, in some areas, be mainstream associations who have made such progress that the
distinction between them and BME associations will not be significant. 

Scenario 1: Current trends continue
Under this scenario the support for BME housing associations is limited to a ‘laissez
faire’ approach on the part of local and central government, but one that would still:

• encourage developing associations to work with BME associations;

• offer limited support (from both ODPM and the Corporation) for stock transfers to
BME associations; and

• distribute the £15m rent support fund to protect past investment.

Under this scenario a number of BME associations may find it difficult to develop their
business and this may lead to more BME associations pursuing the group structure route
or merging with other associations. This would become more pronounced if any of the
financial dangers identified earlier emerged. 

A key condition for this scenario to provide some growth potential for BME associations
would be to ensure that promised stock transfers from mainstream associations are
actually delivered.

Scenario 2: Active capacity building
As we have said above there are strong arguments for the government and the
Corporation to help build capacity in BME associations, so as to promote a continued
diversity of providers. 

• Under the new investment regime, the Corporation makes funding for programme
developers dependent on working with BME associations. This produces greater
collaborative working between BME and mainstream associations. Effective
partnerships between BME and mainstream associations give the former more
influence in new development and lead to more transfers of stock to them.

• The ODPM and the Corporation actively promote LA stock transfer, and BME
associations become skilled at selling themselves to tenants, resulting in some BME
associations successfully becoming partners in transfers from local authorities.

• The Corporation continues to insist that mainstream associations develop more
culturally sensitive services and have boards and staff that reflect the ethnic profile of
the areas they serve, including new and recent migrant groups. 

• Diversification of the role of, and provision of funding to, the BME sub-sector is
actively encouraged by other arms of government whose policies relate to BME
communities, e.g. through the Neighbourhood Renewal Unit’s programmes and the
sourcing of accommodation for asylum seekers by NASS. 

As a result of scenario 2 there will probably be more direct development and business
diversification opportunities for BME associations, which would be able to gear up to
partnership arrangements involving development and transfer. This scenario would also



be likely to lead, over time, to a more integrated sector, with less distinction between
BME and mainstream associations. 

Under the scenario, some of the financial threats to BME associations would of course
still exist. 

The conditions necessary to make this scenario succeed are:

• BME associations promoting their wider role and adopting strategies that would
position them to attract larger associations, LAs and others as partners.

• An enhanced ‘Whitehall champion’ role for the ODPM – to encourage support of
BME associations through its direct budgets e.g. the Neighbourhood Renewal Fund;
and to actively promote BME associations to other government departments e.g. the
Home Office.

• Active oversight of partnership arrangements by Housing Corporation field offices.

If BME associations could find a stronger collective voice and more actively develop a
vision then we believe that this would help encourage the Corporation and government
to go down this route.

Scenario 3: More active support shaped at regional level
This scenario is the least likely as it would require the Corporation to take a more
interventionist line than they currently envisage. It would also require considerable
changes and a more pro-active role for many BME associations. If however the aim was
to see the development of significantly-sized BME associations in several regions in the
medium term, then this scenario needs to be actively considered. 

The scenario would seek to create really visible BME-led organisations as a way of
nurturing BME professionals, building BME capacity and improving community
cohesion. Approaches would need to vary by region given the diverse nature of the BME
sub-sector and regional variations in market conditions, ethnicity, expertise, costs, etc.
Such a scenario might be based on:

• All the actions envisaged in scenario 2.

• Choosing BME HA ‘winners’ in regions outside London, which would be given
capacity building support to grow via transfer and development with the aim of
there being a BME-led programme association in most regions by, say, 2008.

• In London – a pro-active approach that seeks to promote the larger BME associations
as lead partners and recipients of LA stock transfer; and ensures smaller BME
associations receive stock transfers from larger associations, both BME and
mainstream, as part of the partnering route. There would be no requirement for help
from the rent support fund. 

This could see the development of major BME associations nationally but would
challenge the local and ethnic basis of many such associations. This may result in
mergers to create strong, multi-ethnic, BME-led associations.

The conditions required to make this scenario a success are:

• BME associations adopting strategies that would position them to achieve ‘winner’
status. This may conflict with the aims of associations who see themselves as locally
or community focussed. It would only be in regions where there was a clear
commitment by the BME associations to taking on ‘winner’ status that this would be
feasible. 
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• Enhanced capacity building for the ‘winners’ (e.g. in operational and risk
management, raising private finance, strong governance, etc.) to ensure they are not
set up to fail.

• Ensuring sufficient development opportunities and expertise.

• Ensuring the ‘winners’, as well as larger associations, work with the remaining
smaller BME associations.

Without BME associations collectively marketing themselves and being effective as an
interest group this scenario is unlikely to happen.

Clearly, these scenarios only sketch out the possibilities, based on some of the key
themes from this report. They are put forward to help crystallize what might otherwise
be a very discursive debate about future options for the Corporation and the
government more generally. This may lead either to these scenarios being developed
further or to the emergence of other options for BME housing associations which could
be considered as part of the Corporation’s policy review.
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Details of the three background research projects and their availability are given in
chapter 3. Only the names of organisations are listed in this appendix. More details can
be found in the research reports themselves.

Ten associations were considered in the HCH Study but their names are not given so as
to preserve the confidentiality of the financial assessments.

Associations and other bodies which took part in the Case Study Report
North West black and minority ethnic housing associations
Ashiana Housing Association
Aksa Housing Association
Arawak Walton Housing Association
Tung Sing Housing Association

North West comparator housing associations
People First Housing Association
West Pennine Housing Association
Mosscare Housing Association
Family (Manchester) Housing Association

West Midlands black and minority ethnic housing associations
United Churches Housing Association
Nehemiah Housing Association
Ashram Housing Association
Hamac Housing Association

West Midlands comparator housing associations
Moseley and District Churches Housing Association
FCH Housing and Care
Family Housing Association (Birmingham)

London black and minority ethnic housing associations
Ujima Housing Association
Asra Greater London Housing Association
Arhag Housing Association
Kush Housing Association
Shian Housing Association

London comparator housing associations
Industrial Dwellings Society
Islington and Shoreditch Housing Association
Peter Bedford Housing Association
Newlon Housing Group

Local authority strategy and enabling officers
London Borough of Newham
London Borough of Hackney
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List of associations which took part in background researchAppendix 2



Birmingham City Council
Oldham Metropolitan Borough Council
Rochdale Metropolitan Borough Council
Manchester City Council

Associations from whom tenants were interviewed in the IPPR Study
Tung Sing Housing Association
Ashiana Housing Association
Shian Housing Association
ASRA Greater London Housing Association
County Palatine Housing Association
Islington and Shoreditch Housing Association
Industrial Dwellings Society
West Pennine Housing Association
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