THE MYTHS ABOUT TENANT EMPOWERMENT EXPLODED

(Analysis of Audit Commission Report)

Government claims about tenant empowerment have been shot down in flames by a recent Audit Commission report which criticises councils for “mis-selling” the role of board members when promoting transfer. Ministers say that setting up a separate company where tenants have places on the board of directors “empowers” tenants and leads to the improvement of services.  That both these claims are false has been conclusively demonstrated by the report, Improving Services Through Resident Involvement, which was published in June 2004.

Defend Council Housing have long argued that putting five tenants on the board of a housing company does not empower tenants, since the tenant board members are in a minority, and are legally obliged  to put the company’s interests before those of other tenants. The Audit Commission report provides clear evidence that tenants on boards are completely unaccountable, and that there is little evidence of any benefit in terms of improved service delivery. Although the report examines housing associations, its conclusions are equally applicable to ALMOs, which have the same board structure.

No Quantifiable Benefits

One of the key findings of the report is that having tenants on boards doesn’t lead to any quantifiable benefit in terms of improved services. 

“On involving residents in governance structures, the ‘business case’ is even less clear.  According to our research, there is much less certainty about the benefits of including residents on boards of housing associations.” [page 45 para 92]

No Democratic Accountability

The report makes clear that tenants on the board shouldn’t be there to represent other tenants:

“Many tenants of such housing associations feel that they are on the board to  ‘represent’ a constituency of tenants … This is not compatible with the accepted principle that dictates that as a board member they have to work for the interest of the organisation that is, that the directors responsibility takes supremacy…”
The report is critical of the promises made to tenants before transfer:

“Sometimes problems stem from expectations that are set up when resident board members are recruited… expectations may be raised at the time of transfer about the role of tenant board members … Often this misapprehension is a direct result of mis-selling the role at the time of the ballot. At the time of transfer, tenants are often led to believe that they will have an explicit role in representing the interest of their fellow tenants on the board.”
In recommending that tenant board members should be recruited by ‘selection’, not elected by the body of tenants, the report demonstrates how wrong tenants are to have any expectations that they will be represented by having their fellow-tenants on the board:

“While housing associations and board members may have a clear view of the role of board members, this does not mean that the resident body will necessarily take the same view. One director of operations told us: ‘the role of tenant board members is not always understood by tenant representatives outside of the board. They want them to behave like representatives and put pressure on them to do so.’ ” [page 49 para 101]

Finally, one of the report’s key recommendations is:

“The Housing Corporation and the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister should consider whether current advice and support on the recruitment of resident board members in LSVT associations and arms length management organisations is adequate to address the common misperception that they are there in a representational capacity.”  [page 53 para 108]
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