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The past year has inevitably been dominated by the steps judged necessary to
alleviate the worst housing effects of the pandemic, given the fears that mass

job losses could lead to an upswing in rent arrears, evictions and homelessness.
The UK Housing Review October Briefing Paper quoted survey findings that in April
1.2 million tenants were in danger of losing their jobs as lockdowns began, and
that 2.6 million UK tenants had either missed a rent payment or expected to do
so. By late 2020, the proportions of private tenants in arrears were variously
reported to be seven per cent for England and Wales, five per cent for Great Britain
and as high as 11 per cent for the UK, according to different surveys.1 The figures
suggest some success in mitigating the pandemic’s worst effects. However, they also
indicate that what is now a relatively containable problem is at risk of getting
much worse once mitigation measures cease, especially if unemployment
increases. Some groups are particularly hard hit, for example families with children
or on low incomes, younger tenants and black and minority ethnic households.

The pandemic-driven help with housing costs has taken the form of enforced
forbearance by landlords and by mortgage lenders, on the one hand, and increased
personal subsidy towards housing costs, through the benefit system and via local
authorities. These are considered in this chapter, which covers these topics:

• protection from eviction and mortgage payment holidays
• temporary improvements in the universal credit scheme
• local housing allowance and the benefit cap
• other personal subsidy measures at local level
• ‘self-help’ with housing costs.

In addition, and perhaps most importantly of all, households benefited from
furlough arrangements (the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme), which began in
April 2020 and is now due to finish in September 2021. Across the UK, numbers of
furloughed workers peaked at 8.8 million in May 2020. A smaller scheme assisted
self-employed workers. As the furlough and related schemes were aimed at
sustaining jobs and incomes they are considered in Commentary Chapter 1.
However, they were undoubtedly crucial in reducing the risks of rent arrears and
homelessness during the pandemic, although there is some evidence that most
renters may have survived with no financial support, whether from furlough
arrangements or from benefits.2

Protection from eviction
Governments acted to protect tenants and mortgaged owner-occupiers and
landlords from eviction during the pandemic by introducing compulsory and
blanket forbearance on the part of landlords and mortgage lenders. Such
interventions were without precedent in the UK, albeit they took slightly different
forms in the four different administrations. 

In England and Wales, legal proceedings relating to evictions were halted and at
times enforcement action was suspended. Court proceedings were halted from 27
March, eventually resuming on 21 September. New rules were introduced for cases
involving arrears, with landlords required to provide information on how a tenant
was affected by the pandemic, and nine months’ worth of arrears being the trigger
for possible action. However, the protection was watered down early in 2021, with
tenants liable to be evicted if their arrears have lasted for just six months and,
most crucially, arrears accrued since the pandemic began are no longer excluded.

Evictions have not been enforced in many cases, and in any event there is currently
a ban on bailiff-enforced evictions which is in place until March 31. In addition,
notice periods were extended to six months until at least the end of March 2021 in
most cases (with exceptions for anti-social behaviour and fraud) and lengthy court
delays are affecting all court actions. From February, a mediation pilot scheme will
support landlords and tenants who face potential eviction, aimed at reaching
mutual agreements to keep people in their homes.
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Source: MOJ, Mortgage and Landlord Possession Statistics. Note: Recent figures are provisional.

Figure 2.6.1 Landlord possession actions in the county courts
(England & Wales) 2019-2020
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Compendium Table 94 shows the long-term trends in landlord possession claims

in the courts in England and Wales. It indicates a rising trend with a record level of

private sector court actions of all types in 2019. The most recent quarterly data,

however, shown in Figure 2.6.1, reveal the immediate effects of the mitigation

measures during the pandemic, with claims issued falling in the second and third

quarters of 2020 to only about a tenth of their levels in the first quarter of 2019,

and with even steeper falls in other kinds of action. Clearly then, in the short term,

the measures have been successful in avoiding evictions (at least, those formally

recorded in the courts). This is confirmed by a survey of local authorities for Crisis

in The Homelessness Monitor: England 2021, showing that a strong majority believed

the evictions moratorium to have been ‘very important’ in preventing or

minimising homelessness in their area. A major concern is clearly what happens

when these protections end.

The Scottish Parliament also passed legislation to prevent evictions of tenants

arising from financial hardship during the pandemic. The principal mechanism for

achieving this was the extension of notice periods to six months in most cases,

including rent arrears, and a shorter period of three months in other cases. All

cases going to the Housing and Property Chamber of the First Tier Tribunal, which

were at first suspended but then resumed on July 9, are considered on a case-by-

case basis to balance landlord and tenant interests and to take account of

pandemic-related factors. A fund was also established to make loans to small-scale

landlords (with up to five properties) where tenants were struggling to pay rent. 

In Northern Ireland, tenants were given more limited protection. Evictions were

suspended for a period and when they resumed a longer, 12-week notice period

was applied, currently in place until the end of March 2021.

Across the UK, mortgage holders were given similar protection from repossessions;

as a result, new possessions fell dramatically, from 1,772 in the first quarter of

2020 to 246 in the second, rising to 377 in the third.3 Although, as the Resolution

Foundation found, tenants have taken the biggest earnings hit from the pandemic,

and are more precariously positioned for the future than homeowners,4 it was

owners and landlords with mortgages who were granted the right to defer their

monthly payments. A three-month deferral applied initially (although interest

continued to accrue), with a second three-month deferral permitted from June

2020. The scheme has been extended until the end of March 2021. 

The Review’s October Briefing Paper reported that initially some 17 per cent of

owners and investors with mortgages took advantage of the scheme. By November

2020 there were reported to be 2.7 million deferrals in total, with 127,000

agreements still in place. A large majority of those whose deferral had ended 

had gone back to making their payments. The Financial Times suggested that 

only a very small percentage of mortgage holders, some 283,000 households, 

still required lender support at the end of 2020.5 However, they will receive no

support with payments via the benefits system until they have spent nine 

months unemployed.

Universal credit as the main safety net
While the furlough scheme assisted those who kept their jobs, universal credit (UC)

was the safety net for people who became unemployed during the 

pandemic, with claims surging in the early months of 2020: over ten times the usual

number were made in the first two weeks of the initial lockdown in the Spring. The

Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) was generally praised for its response to

the rapid increase in the volume of claims, with just seven per cent being paid late.6

However, the vast increase in caseload has once again put the spotlight on the five-

week waiting period before UC payments are received, with any interim help being

in the form of a repayable loan. The TUC reported in November that two-thirds of

claimants were finding this delay problematic during the pandemic, with one in five

specifically struggling to pay rent and other bills.7 The Work and Pensions

Committee, which considered the five-week wait in October, reacted strongly when

its report was dismissed by the government in January. Stephen Timms MP, the

committee chair, commented:8

Our report put forward a set of practical and costed proposals intended to offer a

constructive way of mitigating the worst effects of the wait for a first payment of

Universal Credit. The Government has dismissed those proposals out of hand-and in
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some cases, simply ignored them. Worst of all, Ministers are refusing point blank even

to do any research that might help them to understand the impact that the five week

wait is having on people.

The government’s decision to increase the standard allowance of UC and working

tax credits by £20 per week until April 2021 was unprecedented and widely

welcomed. Further Covid-19 measures relating to UC included the temporary

relaxation of claimant conditionality and in (most cases) of sanctions, and a

temporary stop to most deductions except for advance payments. However, to put

these in context, the long-standing benefits freeze and other austerity measures

mean that working-age benefits are still at the lowest they have been in several

decades, relative to average wages. The New Economics Foundation estimates that

the recent £7 billion increase in benefit rates amounts to only one-fifth of the

reductions made to the welfare budget since 2010.9 And for those still claiming

‘legacy benefits’ such as housing benefit, there has been no equivalent uplift in

levels of support. 

With evidence that living costs for poorer households have increased during the

pandemic,10 in contrast to the savings made by better-off households in travel 

and other expenses, there were widespread demands for the £20 uplift in UC to be

made permanent from April 2021 onwards, to which the chancellor responded in

the March Budget by leaving the uplift in place until September.

One feature of new UC claims during the pandemic that was perhaps unexpected

is that a high proportion involve no claim for housing costs. Figure 2.6.2 shows

the surge in awards that took place during 2020. It began in April, and in that

month there were 21 times the usual number of claims without housing costs,

compared with nine times the usual number for private renters and 3.5 times for

social renters. Some of those not claiming housing costs would have been 

owner-occupiers, but the majority were probably young people living with parents

– a supposition supported by evidence that the biggest surge in claims was among

those under 35 (and a majority of young, single people now live with their

parents).11

Local housing allowance and the benefit cap
The Review has regularly recorded the erosion of the help with housing costs given

via the local housing allowance (LHA), which was cut from the median rent to the

30th percentile rent in 2011. It was then decoupled from local rents for seven years

and, in six of those, rates were uprated by less than inflation, including the last

four years (from 2016) when LHA rates were frozen. There has therefore been a

growing gap between actual rents and the amount covered by LHA. In response to

the Covid-19 outbreak, LHA rates were restored to 30 per cent of median rent

levels, broadly putting support for private rents back to 2011 levels. This was

another welcome move, but of course does not properly restore the connection

between LHA and market rent levels. Work by CIH and Shelter shows that 70 per

cent of rented homes are not covered by the new LHA rate for their area, leaving

many without adequate support to pay their actual rent.12

The government has announced that LHA rates will remain frozen from April

2021, rather than increasing with actual rents or with inflation, which of course

means that they will again start to fall behind. In its submission for the 2021

Budget, the CIH made the point that, when judged against the metric of

preventing homelessness, freezing LHA rates is a very poor strategic choice because

it denies funding precisely to those housing markets that are under the most stress

and where the risk of homelessness is greatest.
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Source: DWP Stat-Xplore. 

Figure 2.6.2 Households on universal credit by housing costs award
in England
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The pandemic also exposed other weaknesses in UC and LHA. For example, UC has

no work allowance (‘earned income disregard’) for those without children; LHA

rates for under-35s are based on shared accommodation even for those living in

self-contained dwellings, and there are lower standard allowance rates for people

under 25. None of these deficiencies were addressed during the crisis.

A major concern is the offsetting effect of the total benefit cap, which particularly

affects the support available to large families and single parents. Higher LHA

payments also draw more claimants into having their benefits capped. Near the start

of the Covid-19 outbreak, in February 2020, 79,499 households were capped, of

whom 72 per cent were lone-parent families.13 By August, as shown in Figure 2.6.3,

the numbers had more than doubled to 168,394. The increase partly reflects the

expiry of individual households’ grace periods, which defer application of the cap

for nine months. This of course means that, while dependency on benefits remains

at high levels, the cap will affect more and more households. Given the big surge in

claims that took place in April (damped down fairly quickly to near normal levels

after that), a further surge in capped households is expected in the first quarter of

2021 when the grace period for those claims expires. Inevitably there have been calls

for the suspending of the benefits cap to go alongside maintaining the real value of

LHAs (or, preferably, restoring their link to 50 per cent of median rents).

Other personal subsidies at local level
Council tax hardship fund and local welfare assistance 

Support for households that have difficulty in paying council tax/domestic rates 

is of course now devolved to English local authorities and to the devolved

governments in the rest of the UK. In the eight years since the change took place,

there has been increasing divergence in approaches towards awarding this support,

with some authorities requiring householders in receipt of support to meet as

much as 50 per cent of their council tax from their own resources whereas in the

past they may have not been required to contribute at all. In response to Covid-19,

the government announced a £500 million hardship fund available for local

authorities in England to reduce council tax bills by £150 for any household

already in receipt of local council tax support, and this continues into 2021/22.

A similar switch of responsibility involved the replacement of the (nationally

administered) social fund with local welfare assistance (LWA) schemes. These 

local schemes often have restrictive criteria or offer only ‘in kind’ support. The

Homelessness Monitor: England found in 2018 that a minority of councils no longer

operate LWA schemes at all. Where this has happened, there was no mechanism to

disburse additional Covid-19 hardship funds, meaning that instead they were used

to enhance council tax support schemes, of less immediate benefit to those at risk

of homelessness. 

The government provided £63 million of non-ringfenced funding to supplement

local welfare assistance schemes during the pandemic. A further £171 million was

announced in November 2020 by DWP as a Covid Winter Grant Scheme and is

ringfenced, with 80 per cent of funds being tied to food and bills. Food banks

have seen record levels of need this year already. However, the sums are small in

relation to the scale of need caused by the pandemic. The Trussell Trust recorded a

47 per cent increase in the number of parcels distributed during the first six

months of the crisis in comparison to the same period in 2019.14 The Select

Committee on Food and Rural Affairs concluded that there are ‘millions of people

whose ability to afford sufficient, nutritious food has been severely disrupted or

worsened’ by the pandemic.15

Figure 2.6.3 Number of households subject to benefits cap in Great
Britain, May 2013 – August 2020  
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Discretionary housing payments

Discretionary housing payments (DHPs) have become the principal way in which

cuts to housing benefit can be mitigated, with £154 million allocated to English

and Welsh councils in 2018/19, reduced in 2019/20 to £139.5 million. Funding

increased to £179.5 million in 2020/21, partly as a result of unspent monies from

the previous year being carried forward. These sums consist of core funds and

funds related to different aspects of welfare reform such as the benefit cap,

bedroom tax and the freezing of LHA rates. 

The Scottish Government also increased funding by £5 million above its DHP

budget to enable local authorities to assist more tenants facing financial hardship

(much of the DHP funding is used to fully offset the bedroom tax in Scotland).

Beyond these allocations, any further help towards housing costs at local level

would have to come from the much larger non-ringfenced funding which councils

received to help with the pandemic, including housing rough sleepers (see

Commentary Chapter 5).

‘Self-help’ with housing costs
While the focus of this chapter has been on government help with housing costs, it

is a common experience of those working with low-income households that they

will ‘help themselves’ as much as possible when faced with housing costs they can

no longer pay, by spending less on other aspects of the family budget, using their

savings or borrowing from family or friends. A survey for the Resolution

Foundation in September 2020 showed the extent to which the pandemic has

forced households to delve into their own resources (Figure 2.6.4).

If the survey is representative, it appears that about one-in-seven households (13

per cent) are cutting back on other spending to pay their housing costs; around

one in ten are using savings, and close to one in 25 (four per cent) are borrowing

money. Private renters are especially affected: 22 per cent are cutting back on other

types of spending and nine per cent are borrowing to pay the rent. Separate

research by JRF indicated that some 30 per cent of all private renters (1.3 million

households) were worried about paying their rent over the winter period,

compared to 19 per cent immediately pre-pandemic. The various survey findings

suggest, not surprisingly, that there is considerable potential for numbers at risk of

arrears to be much higher than those already behind with their rent, noted at the

start of the chapter. 

Conclusions
The CIH and other bodies judged that the halt in evictions and other early

measures at the start of the pandemic provided a ‘welcome respite’ to tenants.16

However, in contrast to the decisive action at the beginning of the crisis,

government responses to a further peak of Covid-19 cases has been much more

spasmodic, especially from Whitehall, with changes seeming to be made at the last

minute. Furthermore, relatively generous measures at the start of the crisis,

accompanied by messages that the government would do ‘whatever it takes’, were

followed by much smaller funding allocations later, leading local authorities to

claim that they have been left out of pocket.

There is also considerable uncertainty about what will happen when the pandemic

ends. The government’s apparent expectation of a ‘return to normal’ in financial

terms in the Summer is viewed sceptically by many who expect the crisis in

Source: Resolution Foundation, Coping with housing costs, six months on.
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household incomes and their ability to meet housing costs to be much longer-

lived and potentially to get worse before it gets better.

There is therefore an understandable concern about a ‘cliff edge’ occurring, caused

by a combination of possible factors: furloughed leave and other measures being

replaced by more unemployment or short-time working, households reaching the

limits of their ability to juggle their finances, local authorities running out of the

special funding that has been provided (in diminishing amounts over time),

landlords becoming impatient to collect rent arrears and again having the

opportunity to go to court, and government measures to mitigate the crisis (such

as the £20 uplift in UC) coming to an end.

There have been numerous calls for a package of support to be put in place for

tenants when current measures expire. A coalition of groups representing tenants

and landlords, the ‘Ride Out Recession Alliance’, made an urgent call in January

for the government to help renters to pay off arrears built up since March last

year.17 The CIH commented that the early steps taken provided ‘valuable time in

which to find a “post-Covid” solution to the potential crisis that will occur if there

is a substantial spike in rent arrears and evictions when the current protections

end.’ It asked, for example, for more permanent changes to the benefits system and

for the government to move forward with reforms to the private rented sector in

England, such as the promised legislation to outlaw ‘no fault’ evictions.

Unfortunately, none of these has happened and the pandemic is now continuing

well into 2021, reinforcing the impression that a ‘cliff edge’ is very much in

prospect later in the year.

Source material 
Some material in this chapter is taken from a 2021 edition of the Homelessness

Monitor: England, published by Crisis with support from JRF (for this and other

editions covering all UK countries, see

www.crisis.org.uk/pages/homelessnessmonitor.html). 

Notes and references
1 National Residential Landlords Association (2020) Government Needs to Tackle Rent Arrears

Crisis. London: NRLA; Baxter, D. et al (2020) Struggling renters need a lifeline this winter. York:
Joseph Rowntree Foundation; Citizens Advice (2021) Half a million renters in arrears as evictions
set to resume, press release, January 5 (https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/about-
us1/media/press-releases/half-a-million-renters-in-arrears-as-evictions-set-to-resume/). 

2 According NRLA (op.cit.), 61 per cent of private tenants in England and Wales received no
financial support during the pandemic, a fall from 74 per cent before the March lockdown
took effect.

3 Bank of England/FCA (2020) MLAR Statistics, Summary Tables, Table 3. London: BoE. 

4 Resolution Foundation (2020) Coping with housing costs, six months on... . London: RF.

5 Financial Times (2020) ‘Mortgage lenders loosen the reins even as thousands of households
struggle’, in Financial Times, 18 December. 

6 House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee (2020) DWP’s response to the coronavirus
outbreak. London: HoC.

7 Trades Union Congress (2020) Universal Credit and the impact of the five week wait for payment.
London: TUC.

8 See https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/164/work-and-pensions-committee/news/
138420/government-response-wasted-opportunity-to-fix-flaws-in-uc-system/ 

9 Stirling, A. & Arnold, S. (2020) A Minimum Income Guarantee for the UK. London: New
Economics Foundation. 

10 Resolution Foundation (2021) Pandemic Pressures: Why families on a low income are spending
more during Covid-19. London: RF.

11 Hill, K., Hirsch, D., Stone, J. & Webber, R. (2020) Home Truths: Young adults living with their
parents in low to middle income families. Loughborough: Centre for Research in Social Policy.

12 See https://blog.shelter.org.uk/2020/03/new-lha-rates-what-do-they-mean/

13 Department for Work and Pensions (2020) Benefit Cap Data to May 2020. London: DWP. 

14 See www.trusselltrust.org/2020/12/09/the-long-read-millions-of-people-are-experiencing-
destitution-why-and-what-can-we-do-about-it/ 

15 House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (2020) Covid-19 and food supply.
London: HoC.

16 Chartered Institute of Housing (2020) Protect tenants from arrears, evictions and homelessness –
An urgent call to government for action during and after the coronavirus epidemic. Coventry: CIH.

17 See www.bigissue.com/rora/ 

https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/164/work-and-pensions-committee/news/138420/government-response-wasted-opportunity-to-fix-flaws-in-uc-system/
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/164/work-and-pensions-committee/news/138420/government-response-wasted-opportunity-to-fix-flaws-in-uc-system/

