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1 Introduction

1.1 This research project was commissioned by the Welsh Assembly 
Government because of concerns expressed locally, regionally and 
nationally about the level of housing demand generated by migrant 
households1 in certain areas (particularly the coastal and rural areas) of 
Wales.

1.2 The research was undertaken between November 2008 and July 2009 on 
behalf of the Welsh Assembly Government, by consultants Housing + 
Cymru, and focused on six coastal authorities in the north and west of 
Wales: 
• Anglesey;
• Ceredigion; 
• Conwy;
• Denbighshire;
• Flintshire; and 
• Gwynedd.

1.3 The aims of the research were to establish:
• the scale and nature of recent cross-border migration in the six 

authorities;
• how this was expressed in the demands for assistance with housing 

made to local housing authorities; and 
• the outcomes for migrants and longer-standing residents.

1.4 The research involved the following stages:
• a review of literature and data sources;
• a case study of each local authority which involved the following 

stages: 
‑ analysis of relevant data and statistics;
‑ interviews with key officers;
‑ a consultation session with elected members;
‑ a detailed analysis of a randomly selected sample of files from the 

years 2005/06, 2006/07 and 2007/08 of:
§ 790 homelessness cases where the local authority had 

reached a decision;
§ 907 files of new tenants housed in either local authority 

tenancies or in housing association tenancies following a 
nomination by the local authority2.

  
1 For the purposes of this research project, migrant households are defined as those who have moved into the local 
authority area from elsewhere. This could be from a neighbouring local authority, a distant local authority, or another 
country.
2 The size of the sample of homelessness files ensured that the analysis achieved 95% statistical significance plus or 
minus 8.5%. The size of the sample of new tenants housed by either the local authority or housing associations ensured 
that the analysis achieved 95% significance plus or minus 7.5%.



1.5 This executive summary provides an overview of the conclusions and 
recommendations contained in the main report.

2 Extent of migration to the ‘six counties’ 

2.1 Between April 2005 and the end of March 2008 the ‘six counties’ area was 
estimated to have gained 6,300 persons as a result of in-migration. This 
net migratory gain has helped to maintain the area’s population, but has 
helped to conceal a loss of younger adults and an increase in the 
population of older adults. 

2.2 There has been a substantial increase in international migration to the UK 
in recent years, but migrant workers have not come to the ‘six counties’ 
area in significant numbers. Their impact on the wider housing market 
would appear to be limited, and there was no evidence to suggest that 
migrant workers from outside of the UK were accessing social housing in 
the ‘six counties’ area.

2.3 Regional migration into rural Wales from urban England has been a 
constant feature over recent decades and has played a critical role in 
sustaining the population of rural Wales. Analysis of official data on 
regional migration shows that the ‘six counties’ area forms part of the 
migration hinterland of the Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham and South 
East England metropolitan areas.

2.4 The vast majority of in-migrating households will have moved from the 
affluent suburban parts of these metropolitan areas to downsize from more 
expensive to relatively cheaper owner occupied housing in rural 
communities. These groups will have an impact on demand for social 
housing by contributing to increasing house prices and pricing out local 
households in what are generally ‘low wage’ areas. They are unlikely to 
access the social housing sector initially, but many of them will be of 
retirement age, and some in time may seek sheltered or other elderly 
accommodation later. 

2.5 The volume of migratory flows from urban to rural areas is closely linked to 
the stage in the economic cycle and house price differentials between 
urban and rural areas. It is therefore likely that in this period of recession 
the rate of in-migration into the ‘six counties’ will reduce over the short to 
medium term. Any reduction in house prices in the ‘six counties’ area may 
reduce the number of households applying for social housing, as housing 
becomes more affordable, but may also make the area more attractive to 
‘urban downsizers’.

2.6 The extent of regional in-migration to the six counties’ area is difficult to 
establish definitively. Official figures are not totally reliable, and are likely to 



be an underestimate of migration to the area particularly amongst certain 
groups of the population. 

2.7 It is likely that the population of non-employed migrants in the ‘six counties’ 
and in particular in ‘seaside towns’ is significantly under-represented in 
official figures, because these towns contain a relatively large pool of 
private rented lets and holiday accommodation which non-employed 
people can easily access. It is likely that the population of non-employed 
recent migrants3 form a significant proportion of local demand for social 
housing, either via the homelessness or waiting list routes.

3 Homelessness applications from recent migrants

3.1 The number of homelessness enquiries received by the ‘six counties’ 
reduced in the period 2005-06 to 2007-08, as did the number of 
homelessness decisions made, and the number of households found to be 
homeless and eligible for assistance.

3.2 All local authorities receive homelessness applications from people who 
have no connection with the area, or who have lived in the area for a 
relatively short period of time. For certain applicants (e.g. those fleeing 
violence and harassment) the requirement to demonstrate a local 
connection is waived. 

3.3 However, recent migrants place significant demands on homelessness 
services in the ‘six counties’. Across the ‘six counties’, 28.7% of homeless 
applications are from recent migrants, and recent migrants represent 
22.8% of households that local authorities accept they have a full duty to 
accommodate. However, as no comparable study has been undertaken 
elsewhere in Wales or the UK, we cannot say whether this represents a 
greater or lesser demand when compared with other areas of the UK.

3.4 This level of demand is not evenly felt across the ‘six counties’. The three 
authorities which contain large ‘Victorian era seaside towns’ experience a 
higher level of demand from homelessness applicants who are recent 
migrants, than other local authorities in the ‘six counties’. In one area 
recent migrants represent just under a third of homeless applicants. 

3.5 Officers charged with investigating and determining homelessness 
applications across the ‘six counties’ all followed guidance issued by the 
Welsh Assembly Government in discharging their responsibilities. In 
relation to local connection, all followed the accepted working definition of 
‘normal residence’ for homelessness applicants, i.e. that they should be 

  
3 The term ‘recent migrant’ is used to describe a person who has lived in the local authority area for 3 years or less.



residence for at least 6 months in the area during the previous 12 months, 
or for not less than 3 years during the previous 5 year period.

3.6 All key stakeholders interviewed across the ‘six counties’ felt that 6 
months residence was too short a period to determine a local connection. 
Because of the relatively large private rented sector in the ‘six counties’, 
and the availability of out of season holiday lets, it was suggested that it 
was relatively easy for someone to move into the area and, when that 
accommodation is no longer available for their occupation, to present as 
homeless and demonstrate a local connection. A majority view was that a 
minimum residence of 12 months should be required to demonstrate local 
connection. 

3.7 Authorities, although they must take into account the guidance, do have 
some freedom to determine what constitutes ‘normal residence’. It could 
be suggested that, by adopting a blanket policy to determine the local 
connection of homeless applicants, local authorities were ‘fettering their 
discretion’. 

3.8 In two of the three local authorities that contain ‘Victorian era seaside 
towns’, stakeholders suggested that they experienced a seasonal influx of 
homelessness applicants from outside the area. Many of these applicants 
are not found to be homeless, but are attempting to use the homelessness 
route to access social housing in what they perceive as a more desirable 
area. The analysis of homelessness files showed that this was a small but 
real issue, placing additional pressures on homelessness services in these 
local authorities.

4 Lettings to recent migrants

4.1 The number of social housing lettings in the ‘six counties’ area has 
reduced over the period 2005-06 to 2007-08. The limited supply of 
affordable housing was considered by most stakeholders to be a greater 
issue than the effects of immigration on the availability of social housing.

4.2 All stakeholders agreed that there was a serious problem of public 
perception. Many referred to concerns that lettings went to ‘outsiders’ 
rather than ‘locals’, and felt that this was compounded by the shortage of 
social housing. 

4.3 Whilst recent migrants represent a substantial demand on homelessness 
services in the ‘six counties’, they would appear to have less success in 
accessing social housing lettings in the area. Only 4.3% of lettings in the 
‘six counties’ were made to applicants who had no connection to the area,  
and a further 6% of lettings were made to those who had lived in the area 
for 3 years or less. 



4.4 Most authorities reported that family houses were in short supply, largely 
because of the depletion of stock as a consequence of purchases made 
under the ‘Right to Buy’. Because of a high level of demand for family 
houses, there is great interest in local communities about who they are 
allocated to. Many estates which had previously been entirely council-
owned were now predominantly mixed tenure, and stakeholders believed 
this added to the perception that migrants were living in social housing, 
when in fact many of the properties were now privately owned or privately 
rented. However, analysis of lettings data shows that only 6% of family 
houses were let to recent migrants.

4.5 Local connection provisions are a feature of the allocation schemes of 
each of the ‘six counties’, but the level of priority given to people with a 
local connection varies quite considerably .The allocation schemes of five 
of the ‘six counties’, by providing a level of priority for all applicants with a 
local connection, rather than just for those who have received either 
reasonable or additional preference, are not framed within the spirit of the 
legislation currently in place. 

4.6 Elected members in some authorities believed that housing associations 
played a key role in assisting in-migration, by accommodating greater 
numbers of people from outside of the area. However, data analysis 
revealed that 9.5% of housing associations lettings were made to recent 
migrants, compared to 11.2% of local authority lettings to recent migrants.

5 The meaning of ‘local’

5.1 Officers felt that recent migrants have had little impact on the allocation of 
social housing. They felt that the local connection provisions within their 
allocation schemes had had the intended consequences, but that there 
was a serious problem of public perception, and concerns that lettings go 
to ‘outsiders’ rather than ‘locals’. However, many elected members took a 
different view from officers, and felt that the impact of recent migrants had 
prevented local people from accessing social housing, had an adverse 
impact of Welsh language and culture, and had brought urban lifestyles to 
rural communities.

5.2 However, in the majority of authorities in the ‘six counties’, the word ‘local’ 
meant different things to different groups. To some (including many 
elected members and members of the public) ‘local’ means the particular 
community/town/village in which they live and work. To others (particularly 
local authority officers), and in statutory terms, it means the local authority 
administrative boundary. 



6 Tolerated and less-tolerated groups

6.1 It would appear that local authorities and communities are more tolerant of 
some groups of ‘outsiders’ than others. It is interesting to note that, 
despite stakeholders speaking about the shortage of social housing lets in 
the area, the difficulties that local authorities experienced meeting local 
housing needs, the problems caused by lettings made to recent migrants, 
and the perceptions about lettings made to ‘outsiders’, it would appear that 
there is an institutional and/or community acceptance of lettings to certain 
categories of in-migrants.

6.2 In particular, there seems to be a greater tolerance of older recent migrant 
households. Many such households had no connection to the area where 
they were housed, and many would appear to have been adequately 
housed in other areas. More than a third of homes let to recent migrants 
were either in sheltered housing schemes or forms of accommodation 
designated for older people. The overwhelming majority of these homes 
were let to recent migrants with a low level of priority, suggesting that they 
are ‘difficult to let’, and therefore not meeting local housing needs. This 
suggests that authorities have chosen to resolve difficulties that they have 
in letting these homes by letting them to migrant households, rather than 
re-configuring them to meet the needs of local communities.

6.3 In most of the authorities, the only way someone with a limited local 
connection can secure social housing is by being allocated homelessness 
points. ‘Outsider’ versus ‘local’ tension can also be code for not wanting 
accommodation to be let to homeless households (whether from inside or 
outside the county). It would appear that homeless households are seen 
as bringing with them a range of associated problems (termed ‘urban 
lifestyles’) which can create difficulties for small local communities. Where 
there are, no doubt, some well publicised instances where this has been 
the case, there is no evidence as to whether this is a widespread problem. 

7 Recommendations

7.1 We recommend that the Welsh Assembly Government:
• publishes the revised code of guidance on allocations and 

homelessness as a matter of urgency;
• ensures that the revised code of guidance replicates the proposals 

contained in ‘Fair and Flexible’ 4 to ensure that local authorities:

  
4 The draft statutory guidance on social housing allocations for local authorities in England published by the Department of 
Communities and Local Government in July 2009



‑ work with local communities to raise awareness of how social 
housing is allocated and involve them in the development of 
social housing allocation schemes;

‑ produce information about the allocation scheme which is easy to 
access and understand;

‑ provide advice to applicants about procedures for making an 
allocation and how applicants are prioritised under the allocation 
scheme;

‑ publish information about lettings, including the length of new 
tenants’ connections with the local authority area;

• ensures that the guidance clearly sets out how local connection 
operates in the context of local authority allocation schemes;

• ensures that the guidance provides greater clarity on what constitutes 
‘normal residence’ in the context of homelessness decision making;

• promotes and supports the provision of detailed training for 
homelessness officers (particularly in local authorities experiencing 
high levels of demand from recent migrants) on what constitutes a 
local connection;

• considers using its powers to increase the definition of local connection 
from 6 months to 12 months, should further research show that the 
changes introduced in revised guidance have not had the desired 
effect.

7.2 In terms of their strategic housing role, we recommend that local 
authorities adopt a ‘whole housing market’ approach to address the lack of 
affordable housing. In particular we recommend that authorities should: 

• adopt a strategic approach to the future of low demand 
accommodation (e.g. sheltered units) to maximise its use and ensure 
that it is configured to respond to housing need; 

• increase the supply of affordable housing and ensure that it is 
affordable in perpetuity;

• improve access to good quality housing in the private rented sector 
through the development of social lettings schemes, the promotion of 
landlord accreditation schemes and the provision of financial 
incentives to private landlords to bring property up to a high standard; 

• develop empty homes strategies to bring empty homes back into use 
in the private sector; 

• ensure policies and practices are in place to maximise the use of 
existing social housing, including improving void turnaround times, 
and initiatives to release scarce forms of accommodation (eg. 
incentives to encourage release of under-occupied family homes, the 
provision of portable discounts to enable tenants occupying scarce 
housing types to move into owner-occupied housing).

7.3 In terms of their homelessness function, we recommend that local 
authorities should: 



• allocate sufficient staffing resources, including supervisory 
management staff, to the homelessness function to ensure that the 
quality of decision making and recording continues to improve;

• provide staff involved in the homelessness decision making process 
with sufficient detailed training to ensure they are able to make well-
informed and safe decisions; 

• ensure that staff involved in the homelessness decision making 
process fully utilise their discretion to define ‘local connection’ when 
considering their statutory homelessness duty. 

7.4 In terms of their allocations function, we recommend that local authorities:
• review their allocations policies to ensure that they comply with the 

existing legislative framework, and address areas of non-compliance 
as a matter of urgency;

• provide all applicants for housing with a simple guide to allocation of 
social housing in the area, explaining how landlords prioritise 
between different groups of applicants;

• work closely with housing association partners to ensure that 
appropriate nomination arrangements are in place and complied with, 
and that outcomes are monitored; 

• consider establishing common housing registers with housing 
association partners, if these are not already in place; 

• consider establishing common allocation schemes with partner 
housing associations, as a means of simplifying the allocations 
process for applicants;

• work with housing association partners to establish lettings outcomes
for the area by recording the proportion of lettings made to:
‑ households who had a long established connection with the area;
‑ households who were recent migrants to the area;
‑ households who had no connection to the area);

• publish the information about letting outcomes annually in an 
accessible and easy to understand format;

• take every opportunity to improve understanding within the local 
community of social housing allocation policies and outcomes.

7.5 We recommend that housing associations:
• review their allocations policies to ensure that they comply with the 

existing legislative and regulatory requirements, and address non-
compliance as a matter of urgency;

• work with local authorities to ensure that appropriate nomination 
arrangements are in place and complied with, and that outcomes are 
monitored;

• consider working with local authorities to establish common housing 
registers and common allocation schemes, as a means of simplifying 
the allocations process for applicants;



• work with local authority partners to record the proportion of lettings 
made in the area to:
‑ households who had a long established connection with the area;
‑ households who were recent migrants to the area;
‑ households who had no connection to the area. 


