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Scottish Parliament

Wednesday 25 June 2008

[THE PRESIDING OFFICER opened the meeting at
14:00]

Time for Reflection

The Presiding Officer (Alex Fergusson):
Good afternoon. As always, our first item is time
for reflection. Our time for reflection leader today is
Rabbi Nancy Morris from the Glasgow Reform
synagogue.

Rabbi Nancy Morris (Glasgow Reform
Synagogue): Everyone knows that the Scots
invented the modern world. So asserts Arthur
Herman in his book “How the Scots Invented the
Modern World”. The Scots formed the first literate
society and invented our modern ideas of
democracy and free-market capitalism. Their

“contributions to the world’s list of great names in literature,
science, art, music, finance, medicine, and abstruse
learning are also away out of proportion to the weakness
of”

their

“numbers.”

Is that not true? Herman puts forth good
arguments for all those assertions—but that
previous sentence was actually a quotation from
Mark Twain, in the article “Concerning the Jews”.
Such statements about literate culture, democracy
and capitalism have been made by many people
with regard to Jews as well. Undoubtedly, both
Scots and Jews have much to be proud of.

In our cycle of scriptural readings this past week,
we read chapters of the book of Numbers that
describe how Moses, still wandering with his
people in the desert, moving towards a land
promised to them, sends out a group of 12 spies
to scout out this promised land. Ten of them come
back afraid of what they have observed and
lacking in any confidence in their own strength or
resources. Because of them, the Israelites are
condemned to wander the desert a full 40 years.

The spies had been terrified of the fortifications
surrounding cities such as Jericho. Because of the
walls, they concluded that opposition was
massive, and that, because the cities were strong,
the people were strong. In fact, Jewish tradition
concludes that the truth was the opposite: the
cities were strong because the people were weak.

We Jews, as a wandering, exiled people, have
had many historic challenges to face in a world
without walls to protect us—external challenges
such as anti-Semitism, but also internal ones such
as assimilation, lack of confidence and even loss

of faith. It is only firm belief in our own inner
strength, great culture and tradition that permits us
to be at home in a world without walls—a diverse
world, a world that can at times be scary and
threatening. It is powerful self-belief and rejection
of fear that allows us not only to survive but to
become a positive moral and spiritual influence on
the societies of which we form a part. Let us
understand how much we Jews and Scots are well
suited to living in a world without segregating
walls.

By not giving in to tribalism or triumphalist
nationalism, nor retreating to a seemingly safe but
constricting place, we can teach the world that true
liberty requires a sense of personal obligation as
well as individual rights. We can show that modern
life can be spiritually, as well as materially,
fulfilling. We can demonstrate that

“‘private affluence can enhance a sense of civil
responsibility”

and, finally, that

“confidence in the future depends on a reverence for the
past”

—a true past. Are those the aspirations of a
Moses, or are they more admiring words from
Mark Twain? No. They form the conclusion of
Herman’s book about the Scots.
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Business Motion

14:04

The Presiding Officer (Alex Fergusson): The
next item of business is consideration of business
motion S3M-2257, in the name of Bruce Crawford,
on behalf of the Parliamentary Bureau, setting out
a revised business programme for today.

Motion moved,

That the Parliament agrees the following revision to the
programme of business for Wednesday 25 June 2008—

after

followed by Scottish Government Debate:
Alcohol Misuse

delete

followed by Business Motion

followed by Parliamentary Bureau Motions

5.00 pm Decision Time

followed by Members’ Business

and insert

followed by Ministerial Statement: Scottish
Ambulance Service Contact
Information

followed by Business Motion

followed by Parliamentary Bureau Motions

5.30 pm Decision Time

followed by Members’ Business.—[Bruce

Crawford.]

Motion agreed to.

Housing

The Presiding Officer (Alex Fergusson): The
next item of business is a statement by Nicola
Sturgeon on housing. The cabinet secretary will
take questions at the end of her statement,
therefore there should be no interventions or
interruptions during it.

14:04

The Deputy First Minister and Cabinet
Secretary for Health and Wellbeing (Nicola
Sturgeon): Last October, in the consultation
paper “Firm Foundations: The Future of Housing
in Scotland”, the Government set out its vision for
the future of housing in Scotland. It is a vision of
more houses of all tenures, that are built to higher
environmental and design standards, that meet
the needs of those on lower incomes, and that
contribute to the creation of sustainable, mixed
communities. Our proposals are ambitious and
radical. They have to be if they are to tackle the
problems that afflict housing in Scotland—
problems that, as we all know, result in too many
people failing to find homes that meet their needs
and which they can afford.

“Firm Foundations” generated an enormous
amount of interest, and | am pleased to say that
there has been huge support for many of our key
proposals. Given the critical role of local
government in taking forward so much of our
agenda, | am particularly pleased by the extent to
which the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities
and the Government agree on the priorities for
action, which include increased supply throughout
all tenures, the creation of mixed communities,
and joint working between councils. In my
statement, | will set out the Government’s plans to
build on that support in the coming months and to
work with our partners in local government and
throughout housing to translate our vision into
delivery on the ground for the people of Scotland.

“Firm Foundations” recognised that improved
supply is the key to achieving our vision for the
sustainable economic growth of Scotland. Our
proposal to set ourselves, as a country, the goal of
increasing the rate of house building to 35,000
new houses a year by the middle of the next
decade was strongly supported and endorsed by
stakeholders. In proposing that goal, we
recognised that making the supply of houses more
responsive to demand is a long-term challenge
that requires both reform of the planning system
and a change in cultural attitudes towards the
building of new houses.

In recent months, it has become clear that
developments in the credit markets will have a
significant adverse effect on house building in the
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short to medium term. As we all know, the
situation is fluid, and the Government will require
to be flexible in its response. However, we all
understand that the root cause of the situation is
not reduced demand for housing but reduced
liquidity in the market. The underlying long-term
requirement for more housing remains. People
continue to need homes that they can afford and
which meet their needs. Accordingly, | confirm our
commitment to that goal. We will work to ensure
that house building is best placed to grow again
when market conditions recover.

Today, as part of our drive to improve the
operation and responsiveness of Scotland’s
housing system, we are publishing, jointly with
COSLA, new guidance that enhances the role of
local housing strategies. Next month, we expect to
publish the revised Scottish planning policy on
housing. Taken together, those will create a
stronger national framework for housing and
planning to ensure that the right number of houses
can be built in the right places.

| said a moment ago that the credit crunch will
not deflect us from the long-term goal of
increasing the supply of new housing, yet we
cannot and must not ignore the impact that the
credit crunch might have on some households in
the short to medium term. | confirm that the
Scottish  Government will press the United
Kingdom Government to do everything possible to
restore normality to the operation of credit markets
and to improve its financial regulatory
arrangements to encourage more responsible
lending. We will also press the UK Government to
make good on its promise to reform the income
support mortgage interest scheme so that it can
help a much wider range of people.

As a Government—and, | am sure, as a
Parliament—we recognise the significant effort
and sacrifice that people have made to buy their
own homes. For that reason, | want our
Government to take some direct action in the
coming months. | want to encourage anyone who
is facing difficulties in paying their mortgage to
take action as soon as possible and to get advice
on their options from both their mortgage lender
and independent agencies. We will also provide
additional specific support and training for money
advisers, and later this year we will produce
revised standards for money and housing advice
and consult on a new lighter-touch accreditation
scheme.

Together, those measures will help us to ensure
that home owners can obtain high-quality advice,
without charge, that will help them to make the
best choice possible in their circumstances. In
addition, to ensure that people do not slip through
the net, we will develop legislation to ensure that

lenders that intend to repossess notify local
authorities.

| can also announce that we intend to launch a
home owners support fund to help those who
cannot obtain help from elsewhere to remain in
their homes if possible. The new fund will include
and build on the existing mortgage to rent scheme.
To support the fund, we will increase in the first
instance the resources that currently are available
to the mortgage to rent scheme. Over the next two
years, we will make available £25 million to help
home owners who face the repossession of their
homes.

In developing that approach, we will work with
lenders and social landlords to extend the options
that are available to home owners who face
repossession, beyond the single option that
currently is available under mortgage to rent. We
want specifically to include the option of shared
equity and shared ownership, which allows people
to retain ownership of their homes instead of
giving up home ownership completely.

When first-time buyers who have bought their
homes as part of the Government’s shared equity
schemes find themselves in difficulties in meeting
mortgage payments, we will explore with social
landlords how those first-time buyers might be
allowed to adjust their stake in accordance with
household circumstances rather than give it up
altogether or face repossession.

Those measures demonstrate that we
understand the sacrifice that those who have
struggled to buy their own home make and that we
are prepared to target support wherever we can.
Last year, we announced the low-cost initiative for
first-time buyers—LIFT. As part of that, we
launched the revised open market shared equity
pilot scheme. We are committed to helping more
people to achieve their home ownership
aspirations when that is sustainable for them. We
have taken on board the views expressed in the
responses to “Firm Foundations”, and we have
assessed the changing credit situation, which has
meant that first-time buyers have to find ever
larger deposits.

Following its recent assessment of the changed
housing market, the Council of Mortgage Lenders
said that an expansion of the shared equity
schemes would

“help underpin confidence at this uncertain time”.

| can confirm today that we intend to expand our
shared equity schemes, backed by investment of
£250 million over the next three years. It is our
judgment that, in the current market climate, that
approach offers more effective help to first-time
buyers than direct grants.
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It is also important in the current climate that
first-time buyers and others have good information
about the condition and value of houses before
they make what for many is the biggest financial
commitment of their lives. We were pleased that
the regulations to introduce the home report into
the Scottish housing market received strong, if not
unanimous, support from across Parliament earlier
this year. The surveying profession and others in
the market are making good progress in their
preparations for the new system, which will come
into force on 1 December this year.

An important feature of “Firm Foundations” was
its recognition that not everyone is able, or wishes,
to own their own home. Consequently, it gave
equal weight to proposals on renting in both the
private and social sectors. That included a review
of the private rented sector, which is under way, to
ensure that the sector is capable of delivering the
right types of housing in the right places to help to
meet housing need. A consultation launched
earlier this week on proposals to give local
authorities more scope to use the private rented
sector to house homeless people when that is
appropriate also has an important role to play.

At the same time, we are continuing our
important work to improve standards in the sector
through measures such as the mandatory private
landlord registration scheme—which, | am pleased
to say, has an approval rate of 78 per cent
compared with just 15 per cent in May 2007—and
the new repairing standard, which came into force
last September. In April, we launched the national
landlord accreditation scheme. Part funded by the
Government, it promotes best practice in the
sector through training and advice for landlords
and agents.

| turn to the social rented sector. Responses to
our proposal to end the right to buy for new social
housing were almost universally positive, so |
confirm today that we will legislate to implement
that commitment at the earliest opportunity.

What struck me about the responses was the
impassioned pleas for us to consider further
restrictions. Social housing landlords have given
us the clear message that they want to protect
their stock, which will help them to meet pressing
housing need and assist them on the road to the
2012 homelessness target. | make it clear that we
will not remove an existing right-to-buy entitlement
but, having listened to respondents, we remain
committed to reviewing the policy further in line
with our manifesto commitment. Therefore,
through working with key stakeholders to examine
a range of options, we will conduct a short-term
review over the summer and draw up detailed
proposals for public consultation.

Support for our proposal to kick-start a new
generation of council house building was also

extremely strong. In April, | announced that £25
million of Government funding would be provided
over the next three years to support that initiative. |
have discussed with COSLA the principles that will
underpin how we allocate that money. Our aim is
to secure the maximum number of extra homes in
the right places for the minimum outlay per home.
To achieve that, we will focus our investment on
councils that are well placed to progress new-build
programmes. Those councils will have resources
from prudential borrowing or other sources, well-
developed plans for building quality houses that
meet local need, and the necessary infrastructure
to manage such homes effectively. We will also
focus our investment on places with housing need
and where the homes will help the council to meet
the 2012 homelessness target.

We are developing the detail behind those
principles with COSLA to make the final process
as transparent and non-bureaucratic as possible.
In addition, so that councils that are just beginning
to consider building new houses have time to
develop their plans, we will allocate the £25 million
in more than one tranche.

| acknowledge that some councils have a limited
ability to borrow because of high debt, so the
scheme might not benefit them, but it is right to
concentrate our resources where they will have
the greatest impact. We will, of course, continue to
work with all councils on ways to address their
affordable housing need and the long-term
sustainability of their housing business.

“Firm Foundations” described the imperative to
make our investment in new social housing more
efficient, which is why, last month, we changed the
assumptions that underpin awards of housing
association grant so that they are more realistic
and at the same time secure better value for the
taxpayer. The next stage will be to reform the
investment processes to permit a more strategic
and competitive approach. As members have said
before, that could be done in a variety of ways. We
need to explore all the options before deciding on
the form that the new system will take. | make it
clear that we intend to work with the Scottish
Federation of Housing Associations, COSLA and
other housing stakeholders to develop specific
proposals on which we will consult in the autumn.

Procuring new stock efficiently is critical to our
aim of delivering more and better-quality social
housing. However, | want to be sure that the new
stock—and all our existing stock—is managed and
maintained to deliver improving value for tenants
and the taxpayer. Local authorities and housing
associations are responsible for delivering that
value. To ensure that they do so, we have the
Scottish Housing Regulator. “Firm Foundations”
proposed a series of reforms to modernise the
regulator’'s powers and duties by making it more
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explicitly focused on protecting and promoting
current and future tenants’ interests, reducing the
burden of regulation on landlords, and
concentrating its efforts on assessing and
improving the value that landlords provide.

Those proposals attracted widespread support
during the consultation on “Firm Foundations”. |
can confirm that, in consultation with COSLA, the
SFHA, tenant groups and lenders, we intend to
develop detailed proposals for ensuring that
tenants and taxpayers receive the value that they
have a right to expect. Just as important, given the
vital role of private lenders in supporting the
delivery of new social housing, the modernised
regulator will continue to perform the important
role of reassuring lenders by keeping governance
and sustainability under constant review and by
being empowered to act decisively whenever
governance or sustainability are at risk.

| turn to the city of Glasgow, which is very close
to my heart. Protecting and promoting the interests
of tenants and taxpayers are the twin aims that are
at the heart of my approach to the challenging
issues in Glasgow. A few months ago, | promised
a review of grant arrangements with Glasgow
Housing Association. That review is now under
way. | am confident that the new arrangements
that flow from it will deliver transparency and
accountability and show a clear link between the
money that the Government invests and the
positive outcomes that are delivered for tenants.
As part of the review, | am considering ways in
which the arrangements can better support
regeneration. | have asked the council and
Glasgow Housing Association to make proposals
for the transformational regeneration areas that
are ready to go, and | expect to see progress on
that front very soon.

The Minister for Communities and Sport and |
have made it abundantly clear that we want to see
second-stage transfer delivered where it can be
sensibly achieved, therefore | welcome the real
progress that has been made over the past few
months. Five transfer business plans have been
submitted and another five are due to be
submitted this week. It gives me particular
pleasure to announce that two housing
associations have now set dates for second-stage
transfer ballots. Subject to agreement on the
detailed proposals and the necessary approvals,
Parkhead Housing Association and Cassiltoun
Housing Association in Glasgow are aiming for
ballots to take place on 17 November. | am
delighted to say that they and the GHA are
committed to ensuring that that aim is met.

To be working towards a date for the first
second-stage transfer ballots after so long is a
sign of real progress. Tenants in Glasgow will be
given the chance to have their say at long last.

However, let me be clear: | expect to see even
more progress in the months ahead. | have made
it plain to the GHA that | see it as a transitional
organisation. [Applause.] To that end, | expect to
see more ballots and, in areas in which transfer
cannot sensibly be achieved now, | expect realistic
proposals from the GHA to empower tenants.
[Applause.]

The Presiding Officer: Order. | asked for no
interruptions. That includes clapping.

Nicola Sturgeon: | have outlined a substantial
programme of work that will deliver lasting
improvements to all aspects of our housing
system. It is a challenging programme for
challenging times. It is aimed at getting the
fundamentals right over the medium to long term,
and | am pleased to say that it commands
extensive support among stakeholders. We have
made a good start with stakeholders in taking the
programme forward, and it is important that we
pursue it consistently while, of course, continuing
to respond to the impact that the current credit
crunch is having on households and the housing
system as a whole. | look forward to working
closely with all stakeholders and members in
developing and implementing all our initiatives
over the coming months.

The Presiding Officer: As | intimated earlier,
the cabinet secretary will take questions on the
issues raised in her statement. We have around
40 minutes for such questions, after which we will
move on to the next item of business. The times
for this item of business and the next debate are
tight.

Johann Lamont (Glasgow Pollok) (Lab): I
thank the cabinet secretary for early sight of her
statement. | recognise that there was a lot in it,
particularly about people who face repossession
and so on, with which we can all agree. | look
forward to further debate in committee on some of
the detailed issues of the housing policy, including
homelessness, that the statement could not
address.

| recognise, as the cabinet secretary said, that
“Firm Foundations” secured support for some of its
proposals, but ultimately it did not secure support
for its key proposals. The document is troubling
because, despite assertions, it did not respond to
the coherent opposition to the central proposition
around the role of housing associations in
particular and developing that agenda. “Firm
Foundations” was unconvincing when it was first
published, and the changing context of the current
housing circumstances means that it is now well
past its sell-by date. The current housing
circumstances present a huge challenge to the
United Kingdom Government and the Scottish
Administration, to which | hope that the cabinet
secretary will rise.
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| note in passing that the £2,000 grant for first-
time buyers is now officially dead, and that the
cabinet secretary has had sufficient sense to back
off slightly from the single developer model and
will consult further on it. | urge her to hold on to the
option of jettisoning that model altogether.
Regrettably, the key notion of driving efficiencies
into housing associations remains, despite the
strongly expressed views of housing associations
and others that that will expose them to risk in the
financial markets, will result in increasing rents
and potentially will involve a raid on their reserves,
which we all know should be used for the good
maintenance of properties and to ensure that they
meet the Scottish housing quality standard.

| have three specific questions for the cabinet
secretary. First, she said:

“We will work to ensure that house building is best placed
to grow again when market conditions recover.”

Does she acknowledge that private sector house
builders and housing associations now argue that
housing associations have a critical role to play as
an anchor for the whole housing sector, in order to
sustain the house building sector while conditions
remain as they are? | urge her to reflect on how
she might use the housing associations
creatively—giving them more resource, not less—
in order to provide that anchor.

Secondly, what targets has the cabinet secretary
set for social rented housing in different areas of
Scotland? Given the fact that home ownership is
not now going to be an option, the fact that
repossession is a genuine possibility for some,
and the level of homelessness, | am interested to
know what her targets are.

Thirdly, does the cabinet secretary recognise the
disappointment that many housing associations in
Glasgow feel because her signalled commitment
to independent scrutiny of the Mazars report—
which would give confidence to the GHA and to
those housing organisations—has not been
honoured? Does she acknowledge the
significance of having public confidence in that
matter? Given the role of public moneys in the
work of the GHA, will she at least take
responsibility by convening the meetings between
the GHA and housing associations?

The Presiding Officer: You really must close
now, Ms Lamont.

Johann Lamont: | have said elsewhere that
they require supervised contact. Will she consider
convening those meetings to ensure that the
progress on which she is insisting is realised?

Nicola Sturgeon: | genuinely thank Johann
Lamont for her questions, which, in the main, were
expressed constructively. | hope that we can
continue in that tone this afternoon.

David McLetchie (Edinburgh Pentlands)
(Con): No.

Nicola Sturgeon: David McLetchie says no. |
will cross that bridge when | come to it. For the
moment, | will continue in a constructive tone.

| said in my statement that | want to work with
the SFHA, COSLA and other housing
stakeholders as we take forward our proposals for
further reform of the affordable housing subsidy
regime. That is right and responsible. | hope that
Johann Lamont is not suggesting that we should
not look critically at those matters. | hope that she
is not suggesting that, for example, this year we
should not have taken decisions to bring some of
our assumptions around HAG into line with the
assumptions that housing associations already
make. In a tight financial climate, that is the
responsible thing to do, to ensure that we get the
maximum bang for our buck—to build as many
houses as possible with the investment that we
have. Moreover, | believe that further reform is
necessary. In challenging times, further reform
becomes more rather than less necessary. | also
recognise the need to work with key partners to
find the way forward that is right for them and for
the overall conditions of the housing market.

I will answer Johann Lamont’s three specific
guestions as briefly as | can.

| agree that there might be creative roles for
housing associations in the current climate. The
Minister for Communities and Sport and the
Cabinet Secretary for Finance and Sustainable
Growth recently met Homes for Scotland, the
umbrella body that covers private house builders,
to discuss some of the issues that they are
currently facing. | know that housing associations
believe that they might have roles as the situation
develops. | assure Johann Lamont that we will
stay close to both parties to ensure that if we can
face up to some of those challenges creatively, we
will not lose the opportunity to do so. | know that
members who have an interest in the situation will
want to continue to discuss that.

| have been very clear about our target for
house building. We remain committed to a long-
term target of 35,000 new houses per year. | want
that to include increases across all tenures,
because that is essential if we are to create the
kind of mixed and sustainable communities that
we want.

We are going to have to face up to more
challenging circumstances than we thought when
“Firm Foundations” was launched, but it is right to
remain focused on increasing the rate of house
building as much as we can—I| hope above the
rates that we have seen in the past few years. We
will focus our attention on doing that as
successfully as possible.
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On the GHA, | had hoped that Johann Lamont
would find it within herself to welcome the date for
the first two second-stage transfer ballots,
progress towards which was not delivered under
the previous Administration, but it is now being
delivered under the Scottish National Party
Administration. | know that people throughout
Glasgow will welcome that progress.

| have two things to say about the Mazars
report. First, it has been independently reviewed,
and | caution Johann Lamont and any other
member against calling into question the
independence of the Scottish Housing Regulator,
because that could have quite serious
implications. | hope that no responsible member of
Parliament would do that.

Secondly, | have said very clearly that the book
is not closed on the Mazars report. | have urged
the GHA and the Glasgow and west of Scotland
forum of housing associations to get around the
table and discuss some of the issues that the
report raised. | am pleased to say—more
optimistically than | dared to hope—that they had
a meeting last week and both sides said that it
was constructive. | encourage them to continue to
talk and to find solutions that both sides want.

Jamie McGrigor (Highlands and Islands)
(Con): | thank the cabinet secretary for early sight
of her statement. | welcome the dropping of the
£2,000 grant to first-time buyers in favour of
expanding the funding for shared equity schemes.
Another bad SNP policy has been dropped in
favour of a good Conservative one.

However, | am disappointed that the
Government intends to further restrict the right to
buy, and my party will oppose any legislation that
the Government introduces to do that. The right to
buy has enabled 480,000 Scottish households to
buy their own homes. Why is the cabinet secretary
so determined to remove the right to buy from one
group of tenants and so take home ownership out
of their grasp?

In addition, housing associations have been
expressing to me their concerns about future
funding. Will the cabinet secretary today
guarantee that she will not reduce the level of
housing association grant in future?

The cabinet secretary will be aware that the
chief executive of Homes for Scotland said earlier
this week that the number of new houses being
built in Scotland this year could be down no less
than 20 per cent on last year. What impact does
the cabinet secretary think that that will have on
plans to boost the number of affordable homes?

Nicola Sturgeon: | thank Jamie McGrigor for
his questions and for his enthusiastic support for
our plans to expand shared equity schemes to
further help first-time buyers. That is a very

important step to take in the current climate; the
Council of Mortgage Lenders has been clear that it
thinks that it is an important step that will help to
sustain confidence.

| accept that there is a difference of opinion
between my party and Jamie McGrigor's on the
right to buy. David McLetchie made that very clear
when | appeared before the Local Government
and Communities Committee to discuss the issue;
it has been made abundantly clear. We will have
to agree to differ.

| have said repeatedly that, as someone who
grew up in a house that was purchased under the
right to buy, | accept that the right to buy has
helped many people to aspire to home ownership
who would not otherwise have been able to do so.
However, we are in different circumstances and
every Government has a responsibility to respond
to the circumstances in which it finds itself. Given
the shortage of affordable homes to rent, it would
seem crazy to spend lots of taxpayers’ money
incentivising local authorities to build more
affordable housing only for that stock to be sold off
under the right to buy. Indeed, local authorities
have made it clear that they are not prepared to
build new stock if it can be sold off in that way. |
have made it clear that we will not take away the
existing right to buy—although we intend to review
it further—but those who struggle to find housing
perhaps have a legitimate expectation that they
should have a right to rent. We must not lose sight
of that.

On the housing association grant, | can scarcely
believe that a Tory is asking me to guarantee that |
will not try to deliver further efficiencies in the use
of taxpayers’ money. Even if we take into account
all the legitimate differences between Scotland
and England, levels of subsidy are higher in
Scotland than they are elsewhere in the United
Kingdom. We need to address that issue,
particularly in the current financial climate, if we
are to ensure that the desired number of houses is
built. We will continue to do what we can to drive
through efficiencies, but we will do that by working
with housing associations, as | indicated in my
statement.

On Homes for Scotland’s point about the
situation now facing private developers, of course |
accept that that is serious. As | said, we have had
discussions with Homes for Scotland and we are
aware that the arrangements for some private
developments mean that the situation will have an
impact on the availability of affordable housing. Of
course we need to be very aware of that issue and
be prepared to respond to it.

The Presiding Officer: The cabinet secretary
thanked Mr McGrigor for a number of things; let
me add that | thank him for his brevity, which I
recommend to other members as an example.
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Jim Tolson (Dunfermline West) (LD): | will try
to take that on board, Presiding Officer.

I, too, thank the cabinet secretary for the
advance copy of her statement, which includes
aspects that the Liberal Democrats can support,
such as the extension to the mortgage to rent
scheme to give home owners the opportunity to
retain ownership of their homes.

Before last year's election, the Government
made its great promise that it would give all first-
time buyers a £2,000 grant. | am glad that the
Government has finally decided to listen to all the
stakeholders and Opposition members who
warned about the folly of such a pledge by
abandoning the first-time buyers grant. | welcome
today’s announcement that that will be scrapped.

The  Liberal Democrats welcome the
Government’s announcement on ending the right
to buy for new build, but precisely when will the
Government introduce legislation to change that?
Has the Government considered the Liberal
Democrat policy of devolving powers to give local
authorities more control of their housing supply?
Under our plans, councils would be able to take
the key decisions on the right to buy in their area.
That means that a council could decide to abolish
the right to buy altogether, to vary the discounts, to
change the qualification period or, indeed, to apply
pressured area status for up to 10 years to either a
specific geographic area or a particular housing
type. Key housing stakeholders such as Shelter
support our policy. Will the Government’s summer
review include such an option to protect existing
stock?

Nicola Sturgeon: | thank Jim Tolson for those
comments. | think that there is much common
ground between my party’s position on such
issues and the position of the Liberal Democrats. |
also thank him—and other members in the
chamber—for the warm support for our plans to
help first-time buyers. That support is gratefully
received.

Jim Tolson rightly raised some important points
about the right to buy. We have made it clear that
we intend to legislate at the earliest opportunity—
which, if memory serves me correctly, will be later
next year—to remove the right to buy for new-build
houses. | think that the many issues that Jim
Tolson raised about giving local authorities greater
flexibility, such as by allowing further variation of
discounts and the extension of pressured area
status, need to be further considered. | assure him
that all the issues that he has raised today will be
up for discussion in the short-term review and the
subsequent consultation that we intend to conduct.

The Presiding Officer: We come to questions
from back-bench members. | repeat my plea for

brevity. A large number of members would like to
ask questions, and | would like to fit all of them in.

Kenneth Gibson (Cunninghame 