David Hume Institute calls for bold reform as Scotland’s housing crisis deepens
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A new report from the David Hume Institute has raised urgent concerns regarding the state of Scotland's housing system, advocating for "bold, disruptive change" amidst warnings of an impending crisis. The report, titled ‘Prosperity begins at home: Scottish housing policies for faster, fairer economic growth’, emphasises that Scotland’s housing problem is not merely one of supply, but should be perceived as essential economic infrastructure, alongside transport and digital connectivity. Professor Duncan Maclennan from the University of Glasgow, the report's author, underscores the critical need for immediate reforms in land usage and housing policy, labelling the current system as lacking coherence.
Professor Maclennan warns that the housing sector is at "the edge of a precipice to an even bleaker future" unless significant actions are undertaken quickly. He highlights the demographic challenges facing Scotland, stating that older generations have disproportionately shaped a housing landscape that increasingly disadvantages the younger population. Over the years, home ownership rates among those under 50 have declined sharply, with many electoral areas shifting toward a majority renter demographic. This trend mirrors a broader societal shift in perceptions of housing—a transition from a nation of renters to one predominantly of homeowners, as only 23% of Scots now reside in social housing while private rentals have risen significantly.
Over the last 35 years, there has been a notable reduction in the reputation of social housing, which is often viewed as a less desirable option. Since the introduction of the Right to Buy legislation in 1980, over half a million council and housing association properties have been sold, yet the replacement of these homes has lagged dramatically. By 2015, only a fraction—163,000—had been replaced, leaving a substantial gap in the market as demand for affordable housing continues to grow. The private rental market has expanded alarmingly, with average rents soaring, exemplified by a two-bedroom property now costing around £595 monthly, compared to £300 in the social sector. 
This crisis has left local authorities grappling with escalating debts, which hit a staggering £5.775 billion by the end of March 2023—a figure nearly double that recorded a decade earlier. The rising council housing debt is attributed to increased borrowing for new builds and renovations, compounded by decreasing sales revenues. At the same time, the number of households in temporary accommodation has surged to over 15,000, signalling a dire need for effective housing solutions.
The current landscape is further complicated by inflationary pressures and budget cuts that threaten the Scottish Government's ability to achieve its affordable housing targets. The Chartered Institute of Housing Scotland cautions that without immediate funding and a comprehensive review of the housing delivery framework, the increasing demand for affordable homes will not be met, leading to greater homelessness rates. As communities continue to be challenged by inadequate living conditions, the demand for social housing will only intensify.
The findings of the David Hume Institute report resonate deeply within this context, calling for a government-led transformation of the housing policy framework. Initiating effective land reform is critical, as highlighted by land reform expert Andy Wightman, who noted the lack of a comprehensive land information system in Scotland, a gap that stifles innovation and efficient policy-making. Establishing such a system could enhance transparency and streamline processes, enabling more informed decisions on land use and housing.
As society confronts these formidable housing challenges, the need for a coherent and effective response becomes increasingly clear. Professor Maclennan's assertion that without a significant change, many households will be "priced out of opportunity" echoes as a call to action for policymakers and stakeholders alike, emphasizing that the path forward must be one that prioritises the provision of affordable, quality housing for all.
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