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The Labour Party conference’s vote for the third consecutive year running for a ‘level playing field’ and the “‘Fourth Option’ of direct investment for council housing as a matter of urgency” is an important development in our campaign.
It’s a clear sign that the pressure for a change in government policy in order to bring investment to existing council homes and estates and enable democratically elected councils to build a new generation of first class council homes is biting.
The 2:1 vote is a clear answer to those who have repeated the stale mantra that government policy is set in stone and there will be no ‘Fourth Option’. Ruth Kelly, Minister at the new Department for Local Government and Communities (DCLG) was obliged to assure delegates “We are listening” and added: “We have got to build more homes - more council homes as well as social housing”. She promised the sub-group would address "the full range of options for the future".

The National Executive Committee was obliged at the last minute to rush in its own statement to conference in a vain attempt to see off this third embarrassing defeat on the issue. It didn’t work but the NEC statement now pledges that the sub-group set up by the National Policy Forum would be addressing the issues: 
“We recognise the decisions conference has taken on the issue of social housing in 2004 and 2005… We believe that bringing all social housing up to decent standards is central to Labour’s Sustainable Communities agenda… In particular the group is exploring ways of creating a level playing field in the funding for social housing, between those with ALMOs or Housing Associations, and those without…we await its conclusions early next year”
This is a postponement of earlier hopes that it would report before this conference but not one that’s too late for the next spending review.
The re-affirmation of the manifesto commitment on Decent Homes is also highly significant. Ruth Kelly tried in June to suggest that government wanted to walk away from it and was prepared to leave authorities where tenants have rejected one of the government’s three privatisation options without improvements. Now she can’t do that. 
25 Constituency Labour Parties submitted motions on council housing. This issue came second highest in the priorities ballot. That will boost the confidence and resolve of all those around England, Scotland and Wales resisting privatisation of council housing. It will see off those neo-liberal thinkers currently calling for an end to council housing to force tenants into home ownership which many don’t want and can’t afford anyway.
Conference has spoken yet again. Government must now listen and change policy. No government which claims to be listening can ignore the decision of three consecutive conferences and no government that breaks manifesto commitments can expect to get re-elected.

The timetable outlined in the NEC statement gives Ministers a few months to come up with a new policy that will be acceptable to council tenants, trade unions, elected local councillors and MPs.

They’ve promised a report ‘early next year’. If this is an attempt by government to manage the process of announcing a change in policy that secures the future of council housing then we have no difficulty giving them a few months. But the credibility of government, of housing Ministers, and of the party will all be destroyed if the sub group’s deliberations turn out to be a cynical attempt to kick this issue into the long grass.

Some 200 local authorities have a direct interest in winning the ‘Fourth Option’. They include 100 authorities who have decided to retain their housing, the 55 who have set up arms length companies on a five year contract, all those whose tenants have rejected privatisation and the 44 areas currently deciding. That’s nearly 3 million council tenants plus the 1.5 million on council housing waiting lists are directly concerned. A huge number of aggrieved citizens that Labour can’t afford to alienate.
Make sure that in all these areas people are fully informed of the Labour Party conference decision and the pledges we heard this week. Help organise effective campaigns in all 44 areas due to ballot to encourage tenants to vote No and step up the demand for the ‘Fourth Option’.

