DCH Briefing 

Community Mutual: privatisation with a fancy wrapper

A ‘COMMUNITY MUTUAL’ IS JUST a housing association or registered social landlord (RSL) with a fancy wrapper.

At the moment individual tenants and tenants associations can lobby their local ward councillors and, if we don’t like the way they run our homes, vote them out. This direct democratic relationship will be lost after transfer.

The Board of Directors setup gives us a few token tenants, but they will be in a minority and their hands will be tied by company law.

The main difference with the ‘Community Housing Mutual Model’ is that all tenants will automatically become shareholders. Wild claims are made that this will empower tenants but there’s no basis for them. 
Giving tenants ‘shares’ in the company won’t make any difference. Shareholders in an ordinary commercial company get to elect the whole board so they can replace the board if they don’t like the way its run – but not tenants in a community mutual. They will only have the right to elect the tenant board members. Not only that but tenants will not, on their own, be able to amend the constitution, and no resolution can be passed by a majority of tenant board members. (CHMM rule set, Cobbetts Solicitors 2002).

The key thing about any registered social landlord including CHMs is the fact that they borrow money from the banks – no amount of rhetoric about community involvement is going to take away the control that lenders have and the way that affects the culture of an RSL.

A recent study by a researcher from Oxford Brookes University concluded that tenants on RSL boards are “marginalised” and “powerless”, and that boards are manipulated and controlled by senior managers:

“housing associations [behave] increasingly like private sector organisations ‘property-driven’ and managing stock as an asset to maximise returns…” (Changing Boards, Emerging Tensions, Spring 2004).

A report into Community Mutual for the Welsh Assembly Government found that CHM  organisations differed from genuine housing co-operatives in three key ways:

 Genuine co-operatives (tenant management organisations, ownership cooperatives, and resident-controlled housing associations) are small, typically up to 500-1,000 homes. Community Mutuals will be much larger.

 Most decisions in the CHM will be made by senior managers, so even though the housing will be theoretically ‘owned’ by the tenants, “the CHM may not offer significantly greater participation for tenants”.

 “one of the central principles of the cooperative movement, [is] that of open and voluntary membership”, real co-operatives emerge from the ‘bottom up’ not the ‘top down’. The CHM, on the other hand, is imposed by national policy. Getting tenants to accept a CHM by blackmailing them and telling them its the only way to get their repairs done is a million miles away from a genuine co-operative! 

(Housing, Mutuality and Community Renewal: a review of the evidence and its relevance to stock transfer in Wales, Sept 2004)
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