Why we demand

council housing
Council housing can provide the decent, affordable, secure, and accountable homes that people need. Here are the facts, to answer the myths and attacks on council housing. This is why council tenants fight against privatisation, and why we are lobbying for a new generation of first class council homes

COUNCIL HOUSING FOR ALL

Surveys and ballots demonstrate council tenants have a very strong preference to remain as tenants of the council, not housing association or worse still profit-making landlord. We resist privatisation because we want to keep our homes secure, affordable and accountable. As the private market crashes, it exposes the need for more council housing for all those who need it.

When government forced English local authorities to carry out an ‘options appraisal’, the vast majority chose to retain their homes, after tenants’ ballots returned high percentages in favour (eg Mid Suffolk 97%, New Forest 94%, Darlington 95%, Leicester 92%, Babergh 98%). Where councils promoted transfer, despite £100,000s worth of glossy propaganda many tenants still rejected privatisation, including most recently in Brighton, Castle Point, Tamworth, Lewisham, Oswestry and Lambeth.

In Scotland of the 29 stock-owning local authorities, 18 positively chose a strategy of retention. Seven pursued large-scale transfer, but in four of these areas tenants voted NO, despite the bribe of extra investment. In Wales, where Swansea tenants recently voted NO, many authorities are still holding out against pressure to privatise. 
Tenants’ opposition to transfer to housing association landlords, is partly resistance to moving from public to private sector. The National Housing Federation (the trade body for housing associations) is so sensitive about the term ‘privatisation’ they took DCH to the Advertising Standards Authority recently. The ASA dismissed their complaint and agreed it was not misleading to call transfer privatisation.

Housing associations are far from being the cuddly, safe, accountable local companies claimed by those trying to push council tenants into transfer and by those who think it doesn’t matter who builds new ‘social’ housing. The biggest housing associations are keen to shed regulation, to float on the stock exchange and become profit-making. For now, their lobbying has been blocked (see page 30). But the risks are still there. The only way to keep our homes secure, affordable and accountable is to resist any attempt at privatisation and keep them in the public sector.

When we demand new council houses we’re talking about housing directly owned and managed by local councils with secure tenancies and lower rents.

It’s outrageous for government to claim they’re putting councils at the centre of delivering new homes when all they mean is speeding up the planning process, or donating public land to build private homes (the catch behind the new ‘Local Housing Companies’). Homes built through ALMOs and Special Purpose Vehicles are not ‘council housing’ because they will not have secure tenancies and low council rents; as the Department for Communities and Local Government have confirmed: “If new homes are developed and owned by a separate corporate vehicle, including an ALMO or SPV, then the advice we have received is that the local authority would not have the landlord   interest necessary to meet the statutory conditions for a secure council tenancy… the contractual conditions for receiving grant will ensure they are offered on the same conditions, including tenancies, rents levels and lettings policies, as new social homes provided by RSLs with social housing grant.” (email from DCLG, 5 March 2008).

DECENT

In the first phase of council-house building councils built traditional family houses with gardens, to higher standards than those in the private sector. Much of this council housing was – and still is – of a far higher quality than private housing. The main problems associated with council housing have been caused by lack of investment, later short cuts in construction, and lack of supply.

The idea that council housing should only be for those in desperate current need, fuelled by the false premise that our homes are ‘subsidised’ by the taxpayer, is utterly wrong.

Council housing is not subsidised by the taxpayer, but the other way around (see page 13). Housing associations on the other hand are private companies which the tax payer subsidises (through Social Housing Grant), without any public stake in the assets. As Professor Hills’ report shows, homeownership is the most heavily subsidised form of housing in England, with £18.4 billion in 2004-05 compared to £15.4 billion on council and housing association housing (including housing benefit) (Ends and Means: The Future Roles of Social Housing in England, February 2007).

While refusing to build more council housing, which supports itself and contributes to the country’s wealth, the government pours billions of pounds into the pockets of profit-making companies, buy-to-let consortiums and private individuals, subsidising their gains through tax breaks and housing benefit. This public spending does not improve services: 41% of private rented homes are not of a decent standard (English House Condition Headline Report, 29 January 2007)

Relying on the private rental market also causes social problems: “Guardian Money has been overwhelmed with stories across Britain of how rampant landlords have elbowed aside young adults trying to get a foothold on the property ladder, devastating once-stable neighbourhoods…The one common theme is that the buy-to-let brigade, helped by tax breaks and easy lending, are able to outbid local first-time buyers and then, all too often, fail to maintain their properties or monitor their tenants.” (The Guardian, 9 June 2007)

The only way to change this is to improve the quality and increase the supply of decent, affordable, council housing. 
AFFORDABLE

Professor Peter Ambrose demonstrates what affordability means – the private market simply doesn’t deliver it (see box on page 23). Housing charity Shelter’s Roof magazine found house prices for first time buyers up 200 per cent, and average mortgage payments up three times more than average income, in 10 years: “HOUSE prices for first time buyers throughout the UK have risen a staggering 200 per cent in a decade, the annual Roof Affordability Index has revealed…. The Index also shows that while the average weekly income of working households has risen 53 per cent over the last 10 years from £590 to £900, the average monthly mortgage payment has increased dramatically over the same period from £304.80 to £827.87 – a rise of 172 per cent.” (Shelter, 17 April 2008)

As council tenants we have a unique statutory right to a ‘reasonable’ rent. Housing associations are allowed by law to charge a market rent and only government policy, at present, protects their tenants from the full onslaught of the marketplace.

This could change.

Pressure from lobbyists in the housing association sector to be allowed to raise their rents higher continues: “We are calling for: a reform of rent policy to allow associations more flexibility in rent setting ... Options include higher indexation, removal or raising of caps, wider spread between rents on small and large dwellings, differential rents for people on different incomes.” (Sharing Our View, G15 Group of Housing Associations, April 2006)

“The NHF [National Housing Federation] is suggesting that rents should rise… above the current cap of 0.5% annually over the retail price index...”(The Guardian, 5 December 2007).

Policy is more likely to change, as an unaccountable regulator takes charge of rent levels. 

Means-testing rents, profit-making and competition would be disastrous. How can council estates be ‘sustainable communities’ if everyone but the poorest   is forced out? Means-testing rents would hit pensioners particularly hard, if every penny of occupational pension was taken in increased rent, and would lead to a savage poverty trap for those looking for work. Competition could quickly lead to a two-tier system where the worst-off have to live on the most run-down estates.

SECURE

Council secure tenancies are the strongest protection a tenant has in law. Private tenants on short-term tenancies are at the mercy of their landlords. ‘Owner occupiers’ with mortgages are becoming less secure as the credit crisis deepens (see page 29).

Housing associations give ‘assured’ not ‘secure tenancies’ – tenants have less legal rights. Crucially, unlike councils, housing association landlords do not have to prove that eviction is ‘reasonable, even if the tenant is not at fault. Promises made by councils at the time of transfer that the new landlord won’t exercise their draconian rights of eviction are not ultimately binding and provide less protection than a secure tenancy.

Any attempt to restrict the ‘right to rent’ decent, affordable, secure council housing and an accountable landlord will face massive opposition. When the new Minister for Housing, Caroline Flint in her first speech as Minister, raised the threat of conditional council tenancies she provoked a storm of criticism. and ministers were forced to drop the attempt in the Housing and Regeneration Bill to restrict council housing to the poorest by introducing a new means-testing clause.

Reducing our security makes a mockery of the government’s stated aim of creating ‘sustainable communities’. Restricting access to only the poorest creates distorted and transient communities and denies council tenants the right to a ‘home’ as opposed to somewhere just to temporarily lay our heads down for the night.

The real problems with council housing are scarcity and historic disinvestment, exacerbated by government policy over the last 30 years.

“The description of the worst estates is not a description of a tenure: it is the description of a neighbourhood… The clearest fracture is between areas that mainly consist of flats and other areas… this is more than a problem of poor management but relates also to poor design of properties and estates; low demand and desirability and poor connectedness with services and facilities…. Neither the explanation of problems nor the solution is about tenure… Experience elsewhere in Europe indicates that where similar types of estates were built and were predominantly privately owned some have experienced a similar decline.” (‘Hills, Cave and After: Renewing Social Housing’, Human City Institute, 2007)

The solution is to invest in improving the quality and increasing the supply of council housing. 
ACCOUNTABLE

Local authority housing is unique: publicly owned and accountable through the ballot box. Council housing benefits from political oversight by democratically elected representatives: through formal accountability to constituents, not to the company; councillors’ input from individual casework to scrutiny of policy; numbers of councillors compared to the size of housing association boards; and decision-making in the public domain.
In addition council tenants have a history of collective activity, campaigning for improvements at estate level and council-wide. We have greater statutory rights to be consulted and to manage our homes, and a landlord bound by the Freedom of Information Act, subject to Judicial Review, and governed by principles such as the obligation to act with reasonableness. Council housing still retains a broadly public-service ethos rather than a commercial organisation accountable primarily to lenders.
Housing associations are private companies in law run by a board of   directors, with an increasingly corporate culture including inflated top salaries, and concentration on private sector activities, leaving them at risk from the ‘credit crunch’ and falling property values. The process is accelerated by mergers and takeovers and discussion amongst the biggest landlords about floating on the stock market (see box right).

A Tenant Involvement Commission investigated the views of housing   association tenants, and concluded that housing associations are ‘often perceived to be paternalistic or, even patronising, in their approach to   tenants.’ Few tenants who complain to their housing association are satisfied. They have limited opportunities to be involved and ‘some tenants speak of a “get what you are given” culture’. (What Tenants Want: Report of the Tenant Involvement Commission, National Housing Federation, September 2006). Inside Housing reported: “The G15 group of London’s largest housing associations has hired a team of lobbyists in response to ‘relentless criticism’ from backbench MPs” (21 March 2008).

The Housing and Regeneration Bill now going through parliament, sets out the rules for a new regulator, OFTENANT, which will initially only oversee housing associations. Government intends to extend its role to council housing as well. If government moves to make housing associations more accountable involve extending our democratic rights to housing association tenants this would be welcome; but council tenants are not prepared to be dragged under a single regulator and give up the democratic accountability of our landlords. (see pages 30 and 38).
