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The Decent Homes programme was launched in 2000 for social housing in the UK 
and extended to cover vulnerable households in the private sector as part of the 
2002 Spending Review.  

In brief, ‘a decent home is one that is wind and weather tight, warm and has modern 
facilities’. The target for decent homes is: 

 
By 2010, to bring all social housing into decent condition, with most of the 
improvement taking place in deprived areas, and increase the proportion of 
private housing in decent condition occupied by vulnerable1 groups.  
        (ODPM, 2004a) 
       

Yet this target is far from guaranteeing a way out of fuel poverty, as can be seen from 
the more detailed definition of the standard given in the following section, which is 
taken directly from the ODPM 2004 report A Decent Home – the definition and 
guidance for implementation. [Remarks in brackets are added for this document.] 
 

WHAT IS A DECENT HOME? DETAILED ODPM DEFINITION 

Criterion a: It meets the current statutory minimum standard for housing 
3.5 The Government intends to replace the Fitness Standard with the 
Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS) [in the autumn of 2005], 
which will assess health and safety hazards in the home and designate them 
… according to their severity… A Category 1 hazard will trigger a duty on an 
authority to take appropriate enforcement action and will also trigger action in 
the context of decent homes.  
 

[The House of Commons Select Committee, ODPM points out that the HHSRS, 
which is to be brought in with effect from 2005, is likely to result in an increase in the 
number of dwellings failing the Decent Homes standard of approx 450,000, of which 
about 20,000 will be in the social housing sector (HoCSC 2004).] 
 

Criterion b: It is in a reasonable state of repair 
3.6 A dwelling satisfies this criterion unless: 
 one or more key building components are old and, because of their 
condition need replacing or major repair; or 

 two or more other building components are old and, because of their 
condition need replacing or major repair. 

                                                 
1 A vulnerable household is one in receipt of at least one of the principal means tested or 
disability related benefits (ODPM 2004).  
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… A component cannot fail this criterion based on age alone… 
 

3.11 A component is defined as 'old' if it is older than its expected or standard 
lifetime. The component lifetimes used are those used to calculate the Major 
Repairs Allowance … 
 
3.12 Components are in poor condition if they need major work, either full 
replacement or major repair… 
 
Components that are old but in good condition, or in poor condition but not 
old, would not, in themselves, cause the dwelling to fail the standard 
[emphasis added]. 
 
3.14 A building component which requires replacing before it reaches its 
expected lifetime has failed early. Under the terms of the definition, this early 
failure does not render the dwelling non-decent [emphasis added] but should 
be dealt with by the landlord, typically on a responsive basis. 

 

Criterion c: It has reasonably modern facilities and services 
3.17 A dwelling is considered not to meet this criterion if it lacks three or more 
of the following facilities: 
 a kitchen which is 20 years old or less; 

 a kitchen with adequate space and layout; 

 a bathroom which is 30 years old or less; 

 an appropriately located bathroom and WC; 

 adequate noise insulation; and 

 adequate size and layout of common entrance areas for blocks of flats… 
 

3.20 Landlords may work to different detailed standards than those set out 
above. In some instances there may be factors which may make the 
improvements required to meet the decent homes standards challenging, or 
impossible, factors such as physical or planning restrictions… The outcome 
may determine that some improvements may be possible even if all are not. A 
dwelling would not fail this criterion, where it is impossible to make the 
required improvements to components for planning reasons. 

 

Criterion d: It provides a reasonable degree of thermal comfort 
3.21 The revised definition requires a dwelling to have both efficient heating 
and effective insulation. 
 
3.22 Efficient heating is defined as any gas or oil programmable central 
heating or electric storage heaters or programmable LPG/solid fuel central 
heating or similarly efficient heating systems which are developed in the 
future.2 Heating sources which provide less energy efficient options fail the 
Decent Home standard. Programmable heating is where the timing and the 
temperature of the heating can be controlled by the occupants. 

                                                 
2 For example efficient heating based on renewable sources. 
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3.23 Because of the differences in efficiency between gas/oil heating systems 
and the other heating systems listed, the level of insulation that is appropriate 
also differs: 

For dwellings with gas/oil programmable heating, cavity wall insulation 
(if there are cavity walls that can be insulated effectively) or at least 
50mm loft insulation (if there is loft space) is an effective package of 
insulation [although grants under the Energy Efficiency Commitment 
and Warm Front programmes are for 270mm]; and 

For dwellings heated by electric storage heaters/LPG/programmable 
solid fuel central heating a higher specification of insulation is 
required: at least 200mm of loft insulation (if there is a loft) and cavity 
wall insulation (if there are cavity walls that can be insulated 
effectively).  

 
3.24 Loft insulation thickness of 50mm is a minimum designed to 
trigger action on the worst housing. Where insulation is being fitted, 
landlords should take the opportunity to improve the energy efficiency 
and install insulation to a much greater depth… 
 
3.25 The Government is considering the most effective means of 
improving the energy efficiency of 'hard to heat' homes where the 
construction may preclude the installation of traditional cost-effective 
insulation measures. This is being considered in the wider context of 
progress against the UK Fuel Poverty Strategy… 
 
3.29 Where new heating systems are being installed or existing 
system replaced, landlords should take the opportunity to increase the 
energy efficiency of the dwelling if possible. This would be achieved 
through installing energy efficient boilers where possible… Where this 
is not possible, cavity walls should be insulated where feasible. 

 
3.30 If new heating or insulation is being installed, it is important that steps 
are taken to ensure the dwelling is adequately ventilated. 
 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STANDARD 
These definitions are essentially measures-based, except in so far as the HHSRS is 
used to supply baseline conditions for an acceptable dwelling.�A whole-dwelling 
standard such as SAP for thermal efficiency is also necessary in order to make 
substantial progress in improving comfort standards and reducing fuel poverty. For 
example, 42% of homes with a SAP rating of less than 20 are in fuel poverty but only 
9% of those with a rating of 50 or more (DTI 2002, p132). 
 
The House of Commons Select Committee-ODPM was severely critical of the lack of 
an enforceable minimum standard for a Decent Home. After taking evidence, they 
expressed their concern about the ‘large unacknowledged and unexplained 
discrepancies found in the data provided by the ODPM on progress towards the 
Decent Homes target’ which ‘make it impossible to assess whether the Department is 
on course to delivering one of its key Public Service Agreement targets’. As it seems 
likely that the worst stock may be left until last, they anticipated a funding shortfall 
(HoCSC, para 115).  
�
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The Decent Homes standard is intended to trigger action rather than to be a 
minimum standard; the intention is that landlords should work to levels above the 
standard (ibid). For example, 50mm or less of loft insulation is supposed to trigger 
action to increase the insulation, not to act as a minimum standard (one well below 
that in current building regulations). But there is evidence that in practice landlords 
often do treat the standard as a minimum (ibid). The Chartered Institute of Housing 
has warned that, given the financial situation of local authorities, they will reach a 
position where they have to sell off their best stock and keep the worst (ibid, para 
184). 
 
The picture is complicated by a parallel government move to make government 
Decent Homes funding for local authorities conditional on their transferring properties 
for upgrading to a Registered Social Landlord, or to an ‘Arms Length Management 
Organisation’ (ALMOs). The Select Committee strongly deplores this, and many 
tenants vote against these two options, leaving their housing authority with 
inadequate funds to reach the Decent Homes standard. (A third option, using Private 
Finance Initiative money, is available but rarely taken up.) A further management 
issue is that ALMOs are only allowed to spend up to 5% of their improvement funding 
on improvements to the general environment – as opposed to individual homes – 
when it is the general environment that is most likely to make an estate one where 
people wish to live.  
 

THE COST OF DECENT HOMES 
The average cost of making a home decent was estimated at £7,200 by the ODPM 
(ODPM, 2003), but the House of Commons Select Committee quote figures of 
£21,500 and £15-16,000 offered in evidence (HoCSC 2004, para 114). However, 
there is a wide range of costs for individual properties. While 40% of non-decent 
homes were estimated by the ODPM as capable of being brought up to standard for 
less than £1,000, 10% would require £20,000 or more (ODPM, 2003). The Select 
Committee found evidence that local authorities are treating the ‘easiest’ properties 
first, leaving the more demanding and expensive ones until later. They were also 
very doubtful about the government’s ability to bring vulnerable private-sector 
households up to the standard in the time allowed, given the very limited budget 
allowed for this (HoCSC 2004, para 118). Even given the projected low unit cost of 
£8,200 to bring a private home up to the standard, it would still cost around £6.7bn to 
bring 70% of all private sector homes occupied by vulnerable households to the 
standard; yet the ODPM annual budget for this is only £30m (ibid).  

 

VULNERABLE HOUSEHOLDS AND DECENT HOMES 
An estimated 1.2m – 1.4m private sector vulnerable households were non-decent in 
England in 2001. The lower figure comes from the English House Condition Survey 
(EHCS); the higher one from aggregated Local Authority returns. Taking the EHCS 
figures, 700,000 homes failed solely because they did not meet the thermal comfort 
criterion (DEFRA 2004a). 840,000 of the 1.2m were owner-occupied and 360,000 
were rented (ODPM, 2003).  
 
A Government target has been set for 70% of vulnerable households in private 
housing to be in decent homes by 2010 and for 75% by 2015/20, through a 
combination of Decent Homes and programmes such as Warm Front (DEFRA 2004, 
p26) – that is, after the target date for the ending of fuel poverty in all vulnerable 
households. The most recent EHCS figures show some progress with vulnerable 



 5  

households between 2001 and 2003, with the number in non-decent homes in the 
private sector down from 1.2m to 1.1m. At this rate of progress, it would take until 
around 2020 to ensure that all vulnerable households were in decent homes. While 
more has been done to improve thermal comfort than other components of decent 
homes (ODPM 2005), the package of thermal comfort measures in Decent Homes is 
below that of current building regulations and does not constitute an acceptable 
standard. 
 

PROGRESS TOWARDS THE DECENT HOMES STANDARD 
There has been progress, but not enough to meet the programme’s own goals (which 
are criticised as inadequate). By April 2004, at least 250,000 homes in the social 
housing stock had received (unspecified) insulation and heating improvements, either 
as part of Decent Homes or as part of the general repairs carried out by local 
authorities; but 1.3m social homes still failed to meet the thermal comfort standards 
for decency set out in 2001 (DEFRA 2004, p24). Between 2001 and 2003, 
Registered Social Landlords (RSLs) and Local Authorities were estimated to be 
reducing the number of non-decent social homes by around 130,000 a year; if they 
continued at this rate they would not reach the target (for social housing) until 2014, 
over three years late. The less expensive non-decent homes were being tackled first, 
leaving open the question as to whether the most expensive should be improved or 
demolished (HoCSC 2004). 
 
It therefore seems highly unlikely that the 2010 target for social housing will be met; 
the House of Commons Select Committee recommend that the Treasury commit 
additional funding to allow for this and for further improvement to a ‘Decent Homes 
Plus’ target. This target would include thermal comfort levels in line with the building 
standards in force at the time of target-setting. The government response to this is to 
disagree with the criticism of the low Decent Homes thermal comfort criterion and 
therefore with the need for a ‘Decent Homes Plus’, reiterating the argument that the 
criterion is a threshold and not a minimum standard (ODPM 2004b).  
 
The social sector has been improved at a higher rate than the private sector – not 
surprisingly, as it is easier to gain access to social housing. Looking at the whole 
housing stock, the 2001 EHCS showed 7m non-decent homes in England, of which 
5.6m failed on grounds of thermal comfort – more than 25% of the total stock. 5.2m 
of the 7m non-decent homes were in the private sector. The latest EHCS, for 2003, 
states that the total number of non-decent homes reduced to 6.7m (31% of the stock) 
between 2001 and 2003 (ODPM 2005). This gives a rate of only 150,000 per year (of 
which 130,000 are in social housing), implying that Decent Homes and other current 
programmes would take some 45 years to eliminate non-decent homes from the 
stock.  
 
To conclude, it seems clear that progress towards the Decent Homes standard is not 
fast enough to give any confidence that the government targets for abolishing fuel 
poverty will be met through this programme. In addition, a Decent Homes standard 
based on measures alone is inadequate, especially when the minimum requirements 
are so low. A SAP-based standard for thermal efficiency is necessary in order to 
assist with progress. In order to make significant progress with upgrading the housing 
stock and eliminating fuel poverty, the Decent Homes programme in England 
requires considerable strengthening and more resources than have been allocated 
so far.  
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