




Equality in Housing - Housing Diversity Network

Gareth: Thank you so much for joining us Mushtaq today. Just to kick things off really, could you give us a little overview of the work that HDN are doing at the moment in the sector?

Mushtaq: So we're a not for profit. We work across the housing sector to help organisations be more inclusive. Most of our work is in three or four main areas. We work with boards and leadership teams helping them around their ambitions and strategies. We do equality and diversity strategy development for executive teams and for organisations. We do a lot of training and consultancy, which is bespoke to organisations. We've got very strong mentoring offer, and we have a host of webinars and events, which try and keep the conversation going.

Pedro: And so what sort of you know, what are the key kind of priorities at the moment? What are the key things or the key kind of themes that you're seeing at the moment that that the organisation is working with?

Mushtaq: So I think many organisations,  we want to try and help organisations make sure that when it comes to equality and diversity, that leadership comes from the top and we're really keen to have sessions with boards, because that's so that they understand their responsibilities. They understand that they set the culture and direction of the organisation and equality and diversity isn't something that happens. It's something that you have to plan for, like you have to do with anything else. And it's good to have an action plan and some milestones and regular reporting, lines to the board. So I think that's the really key thing, to try and get leadership from the top and to forget, to get boards to understand that this is something that they have to lead on and something that they have to do.

Pedro: Okay. Thank you.

Gareth: Yeah, that's great. Just, just before I move on to the next question, just, just another one around that was, and this is just from my own kind of experience being on, on kind of boards for charities and, and, and different things like that is, you know, I've always found it,  a bit of a challenge, especially when it comes to getting, getting boards to sort of invest money into doing that.

Are you finding that over time, that understanding that, that we need leadership from the top is getting easier. Have you seen sort of any trends or patterns around kind of people be more responsive to sort of taking, taking this up?

Mushtaq: I think since 2020, I think 2020 was a game changer because you had two big events. You had the pandemic and the equalities that it highlighted, inequalities that it, that it highlighted, which affected people from minority backgrounds, more than other people from other backgrounds. I think also you had the murder of George Floyd and the protests across the… which found their way across the Atlantic, and they highlighted the cause of racial inequality when it comes to service provision and housing was no different to other services.

And at the time we said, as organisations, we need to do more to tackle some of the racial disparities in housing. So I think 2020 was a game  changer. I think a lot of people made promises at that stage, whether they've all been followed through, I think is open to debate. I think we've been having the same conversation for 30 years. Sometimes it gets some impetus, but then with all the other things that are happening in the sector, it probably goes down the list of organisations agenda. So I think things have got better since 2020. I think the Better Social Housing Review, which was published two years ago, which talked about institutional racism, anti racist initiatives, is really important as well because it's the first time I've seen those terms mentioned in a mainstream report. Um, so I think there's been two or three things over the last four years or so, which have really emphasized the importance of tackling racial inequalities in housing, whether everybody's taken on board what those things say, I'm not so sure.

Gareth: Yeah and just on that idea of time and progression and things happening, we're now in a new government this year. I know you've, you've had some thoughts on this, you've written about this, but… just for kind of people listening from your experience so far, what, if any sort of opportunities, do you think that there are for this in, in this EDI and housing space under the new government?

Mushtaq: So I think it's early days. I think the new government has said that they recognize that there are some disparities in housing provision when it comes to sorry, when it comes to service provision rather. And I think mostly they've been on about health. and employment disparities. They also want to introduce a new race equality act, which will look at institutional racism. So I think it's early days the things that they've talked about, including the duty to introduce, including the, they want to enact the socioeconomic duty as part of the Equality Act. So I think there are some things in there that give housing organisations the opportunities to tackle inequalities in the wider sense. And I think some organisations need to look beyond just their landlord role, which I think going back to core functions has been something that previous governments have promoted. And I think the new government probably will recognize that housing organisations are community anchors and have got a role to play wider than just their housing role.

Pedro: And before we kind of move on to the, to the next question, I wonder if you could draw a little bit that the podcast is kind of aimed at. It, it, it's kind of aimed at for people that maybe haven't thought about equality in housing and, and sort of for them to be able to kind of educate themselves a little bit.

Could you sort of give a sense of, you know, the kinds of inequalities that we're talking about here? What is it that, you know, that we specifically need to be addressing.

Mushtaq: I think there's been some major incidents in housing over the last seven or eight years which have brought into focus the inequalities in housing provision, Grenfell Tower, for example, a majority of people who died during the disaster, were people from minority backgrounds, I think there, there's also been some thinking in the Better Social Housing Review that I mentioned that the quality of property that you receive, the quality of service that you receive and quality of neighbourhood that you live in the overwhelming factor is your ethnicity. You know, there are nine protected characteristics, but when it comes to housing provision, all the evidence say that ethnicity is the biggest factor when it comes to the quality of service that you get. So and we know that people from minority backgrounds are more likely to be homeless as well, more likely to live in poor accommodation, more likely to live in the private rented sector less likely to own their own home. So I think there are a number of things that highlight the fact that inequalities exist in housing and most of those are in a racial dimension.

Gareth: Could I just pick up on the socioeconomic duty that you mentioned as well, just, just for people who might not know, and I'm not 100 percent clear. So is something that, that also sits within, in the Equality Act 2010. Is that, is that right? But is this something that's not been enacted in law? 

Mushtaq: Something that was part of the last Labour government but it was never enacted. I happen to think that your chances of succeeding in life are affected mostly by your socioeconomic circumstances. Then any of the other protected characteristics, middle class people get the best deal in everything, especially when it comes to housing, health, education and employment. And I think if public bodies were going to take into account socioeconomic circumstances when making decisions, it will be a game changer.

Pedro: So the, the riots over the summer were overtly racist. So what role and responsibilities do you think that housing providers have to respond to these kinds of events? And what would you say is their kind of wider responsibility to help improve community cohesion?

Mushtaq: So I think riots that happened over the summer were a result of of many factors. I think those factors existed and they were perhaps waiting for a trigger event to make them happen. I think housing organisations that managed neighborhoods, manage estates have got a duty to foster inclusive and diverse communities.

And I think the riots had a major effect because they're about division and fear, pitching, people against the rights of minorities and migrants. They preyed on the perception that minorities were winners in the allocation of resources. I think there's a spike in hate crime, which targeted minority communities. And I think it's really important for housing organisations because. They are community anchors. They are really embedded in the communities that they work in. They need to make, to take proactive measures to protect the wellbeing of their residents, and I think it's important that organisations and plan for that to make sure that they can build resilient communities. 

And I think boards also have a duty under equalities legislation about fostering inclusive communities. I think the real problem here has been scarcity where only the very needy have been rehoused, and it's been about pitching communities against each other. I think community cohesion is important. I think it's important not as a catch all term. I think community cohesion is very different in different areas, and it's up to organisations to think about what it needs in those, what it means in those areas. I don't think it's about assimilation. I think it's more about integration, about communities coming together. I also want it not to mask some of the socioeconomic circumstance and the deprivation that exists in these areas.

Pedro: And I just want to pick up on, so you've talked about, you know, that you're sort of helping organisations to plan for this and to sort of enact this kind of top down approach. Could you give me some or give us some examples of, you know, the kind of advice that you're giving to organisations and housing associations?

Mushtaq: I'm really keen on organisations being brave and confident in this area, so that they and tackle misinformation when it exists that they have a role about bringing people together. It's not about people in communities disagreeing with each other, but it's about working through those disagreements to ensure that Services for housing are the best for everybody across the community, and we don't favourably give preference to different parts of the community.

I think that's one of the things that we've found that it's about making sure that you provide the best possible services across the board and tackling. information where people are saying that such, such and such a community is favoured. And I think cohesion is very different in very different areas. I think in some parts, it's about communities that are divided by or segregated by ethnicity. In other parts of the country, they're segregated by wealth. And I don't think there's one direct answer, but it's about organisations thinking through what's most important in their neighborhoods.

Pedro: thanks.

Gareth: Yeah. This will not be a brilliantly formulated question, a bit more of a ramble, but I know I've had conversations with both of you previously about the, the 2011 riots, and that was actually kind of where some of my research started, because at the time it was Grant Shapps was the housing minister, and there were already powers of possession kind of going through legislation and, and, and so within days, the government updated that to add in this, this riot clause, which was essentially giving housing providers that, that power to evict anyone that would have been kind of involved in the rights in some way.

And it took away some of that management sort of geography, really. So it was essentially, you know, a rioter could, could be convicted of something in London, but live in Manchester and potentially still face eviction. And kind of what I did through my work was I was interviewing housing managers and kind of people that are sort of on the ground just to ask how they would be using those powers.

And you know, very often it was the same answers as firstly, we couldn't really identify any of our tenants involved in those riots. And actually a lot of the, the sort of the narrative within the media was just those kinds of lazy sort of stereotypes of sink estates. I think it was Cameron at the time. Um, and then others would be like, well, look, if we found someone and they brought stolen goods back to the home, we've, we've already got the relevant powers to, to tackle that or there's the criminal justice system. You know, there were other ways, basically people just didn't think they were going to use it. These riots were very different, very different in, in how they kind of felt and read. 

And of course and I came along to one of your, your webinars, Mushtaq, which we can, we can link to for others, but you know, they were sort of housing organisations saying, well, we know our tenants were involved in, in the riots this time.

So it means they've got those powers of possession, but it feels like a tricky one because just evicting people isn't going to do anything to, to build those bridges or kind of create any harmony. So it's just, I suppose it's similar to the last question, but just, you know, what can organisations start to do right now to to bridge some of those gaps to get people listening about kind of what's happening in other people's cultures and those sorts of things.

It feels like a real challenge. I just wouldn't know where to start.

Mushtaq: So I think not one answer, there's not a silver bullet. I think organisations can't do this on their own. I think they need to build partnerships with local authorities, police. I think the best change comes from the bottom up. And I think that there is further work to do with residents, resident representatives about empowering them so that they can be of inclusivity in their communities. I think it's good to perhaps have models such as community champions, individuals who can act as positive role models and influencers. I think it's good to have, involve the wider community in any decision making and making sure that you hear from a wider range of voices rather than the community subject, rather than the usual subjects. Um, and it's about making sure that you can have much more of a partnership approach to provide local leadership and that, you know, how your communities are changing. I mean, we know that communities at the moment, certainly in some parts of the of the country are changing very quickly and the demographics are changing. Housing markets are changing as well. And it's about knowing what's happening out there. I think housing organisations are really well positioned to address some of the underlying social issues. Um, I think they've got a role to play in place shaping. I think it's good to have services that are tailored to different communities, but you've got to do that without causing separate, separateness, if that's such a word.

So I think there's, there's a range of things that organisations probably need to think about before something like this happens again.

Gareth: Yeah. I think that partnership element is really important. It's come up in all the work that we've been doing kind of with community cohesion and things like that. And it comes down to a lot of trust as well, doesn't it? You know, people trust different people within communities. So a lot of that could be kind of faith. faith leaders and faith communities have more trust than say police or housing, but actually by working as, as, a collective with those kind of anchor institutions in areas, you could hopefully start to, to build more sustainable ways forward. So yeah, thank you.
 
Pedro: I'm just wondering if you have any, if you're able to share any examples of good practice that you're seeing or that, you know any organisations that are, you know, that are doing good stuff that you're aware of or anything that you wanted to highlight there.

Mushtaq: So in our recent webinars, we had the chief executives of Calico Homes in Burnley. So for those of you who remember there was riots in Burnley in 2001, I think, led to much of the thinking around community cohesion because there were riots that were where people from different ethnicities were involved. Much of the cause of the rights were around housing and, how different communities reacted to the regeneration schemes in the area. I think Calico Homes so, 20 years later, have learned from that and immediately the riots happened they put out a statement to all staff. They made sure that they assess ed the risks to their properties because they had some, um, refugee schemes that they managed, tested their emergency processes, looked at loan working, prepared external communications, looked at Housing Diversity Network's 14 point plan, because we put something out about what organisations can do in a short, medium and long term basis and issued clear communications to all their colleagues on what they could do.

So I think it was just a very quick. A rapid response. The other chief exec we had was from Berneslai Homes Homes if you remember, there was an asylum seeker hostel on the border of Barnsley and Rotherham. Berneslai Homes Homes is in Barnsley, that was attacked very early on in the riots, and they had a really good response around tenants, staff and community partnership working, but they're really thinking about what they needed to do next. And that included having some conversations around tackling miscommunication, looking at equality and diversity through a socioeconomic inequalities lens and seeking to address some of the economically inactive that they've got and working with them so that they can promote the betterment of them in terms of employment initiatives. And they were also very keen on having a partnership response in the area. So I think that the two chief execs who I think responded very quickly were there. And I think that those are the ones at the moment I'd hold up as good practice.

Pedro: Great. Thanks. 

Gareth: There's loads, loads happening. Lots of people doing lots of great work, but there's obviously still a long way to go. So just for, for those out there, like for our research community, just what would you say are the kind of gaps at the minute that we could be looking to, to try and either fill or at least... 

Mushtaq: So I think housing policies need to promote inclusivity. There's a bit in there about some of the policy that are about preventing discrimination, but there'd need to be more positive around promoting inclusive communities and actively tackling some of the extremism that exists. I think equality impact assessments probably need to be done in a bit more depth and looking at those inclusivity and anti extremism areas that I've mentioned about, I think it's important around some ongoing training around to both staff and residents about the changing nature of far right extremism. It's not marches in the street anymore. It's online and it's hidden and it's in the dark part of the web. And I think there's some really good conversations that we've been having with organisations like Hope Not Hate who monitor far right extremism and are really good at putting out counter information. And I think there's probably more around regularly reviewing the effectiveness of strategies that you already have in place and adapting them as necessary because the world now is very different than the world that we had before these summer riots.

Gareth: Great, thank you.

Pedro: I think that sort of covers all our questions. Is there anything that you want to highlight or mentioned that we haven't talked about?

Mushtaq: probably a couple of things I think it's important for organisations to be look at. Look at the makeup of their boards and exec teams to make sure that they truly reflect the communities that they work in most of the work that we've done around studying where organisations are up to in terms of management and leadership show that at the frontline organisations broadly reflect the areas that they work in. But as you walk up the stairs, In the office, in their head office, the less reflective it is. I also don't think that you can magic up diverse, diverse boards and leadership teams overnight. I think it's a long term process that you need to have a plan in place, including leadership initiatives and succession planning, mentoring and coaching programmes as well, and it'd be good to get organisations thinking around that. And I'm also really interested in one or two organisations who started doing some anti racism work, looking at some of the institutional barriers that exist in their organisations. One or two others are looking at, social class and how social they can promote social mobility in their organisations by looking at the socioeconomic status of the staff, the leadership team, and the board, and seeing how they can try and promote people with more lived experience or from different social backgrounds.

So I think there's some really interesting thinking going around there that broadens it out just to, you know, what we're doing in such and such a community.

Pedro: Brilliant. Thank you so much.

https://www.housingdiversitynetwork.co.uk/

HDN has produced a Roundtable Briefing following the far-right violence in England in 2024.

HDN has produced a 14-point plan to support tenants and communities through the riots. 

Better Social Housing Review

Hope Not Hate
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