Council housing created by Labour as a social right, allocated on housing needs grounds, now in 2007 new council housing is to be allocated on a means test

Council housing won the first landslide victory in the Twentieth Century for Labour in 1945, housing was the biggest issue. Council housing when it began in 1919 was allocated to veterans of the trenches they were given priority in the ‘Homes fit for Heroes’ programme. In the minority Labour government’s Greenwood Act of 1930 some slums were cleared and very poor tenants rehoused for the first time in good quality working class housing.
In 1945 poor housing was one of the five great evils identified by Beveridge and Nye Bevan took up the challenge to put the right to a home to rent at the forefront of government policy. The post war council estates were planned as a welfare right, high quality rented housing for all sections of the community – just like free schooling, free health care, full employment. Bevan described his ideal council development as a village with a cross section of classes and wealth. Allocation was on housing need, with bombed out families and slum clearance in the cities the priority.
In the second post war wave of council building under Harold Wilson in the 1960’s and 1970’s fairer allocations were demanded and won by tenants by Race Relations Acts and Homeless laws. By the 1970’s around a third of tenures were council tenants. There were massive problems ahead as a result of the rush to high rise and factory built housing, but those attracted to council house living were actually a good cross-section of working class and professional middle class families. Teachers, social workers, local government staffs, professional and white collar workers of all kinds were housed on housing needs grounds. Councils by building houses for rent were also able to attract what we now call ‘key workers’ to their areas. Redundant miners were rehoused en bloc in new council estates in new mining areas.
The Hills Report this year told the government that in 1979 “20% of the richest tenth lived in social housing” (page 45, Ends and Means, Feb 2007).Also in Scotland ‘in 1981, the profile of social landlords’ tenants matched quite closely the profile of households in society generally in terms of their size, composition and social and economic characteristics.’(Firm Foundations, Scottish Government October 2007).
By 1980 tenants organisations had managed for the first time to get Security of Tenure for council housing. Council housing had become mainstream secure ‘affordable’ housing, housing serving a cross section of society and helping labour mobility.
Nearly thirty years later there is a massive housing crisis, huge council waiting lists, most areas of Britain ‘unaffordable’ for first time buyers and buy to let rents ‘unaffordable’ for most private renters. Key workers who keep public services going cannot afford to live near their work.
The attacks on council housing
In the meantime of course we have had the Conservatives state in Margaret Thatchers words that  British housing had too low a share of personal incomes, much more should be spent by people on housing. Councils should never be landlords. The 1980 Right to Buy dramatically changed the social mix of tenants renting council housing. Council Housing was the single biggest privatization of the Conservative governments, bigger than water, rail or gas. Hardly any money went into repairs and maintenance of council housing for nearly twenty years. New building was frozen for councils.
Along with wholesale attacks on the financing of council housing went a glorification of ‘owner occupation’ and almost a demonisation of the council tenant. Security of tenure was attacked by attempts to sell off and later transfer council estates to private landlords and housing associations. Fair allocation policies were undermined by the 1996 Housing Act with ‘introductory tenancies’, watering down Homeless regulations, and encouraging court injunctions.

The tragedy for council housing was that Labour from 1997 simply intensified Tory policies –transferring, selling off more council houses than the Tories .Labour in the current Housing and Regeneration Bill has simply tried to ignore conference decisions and pledges. The Prime Minister’s website has comprehensively rejected the Fourth Option for financing council housing.

Amending the Bill

The Bill actually intensifies privatization and transfer – actually streamlining procedures for councils, and refusing to stop Right to Buy. The Bill in its proposal to give a ‘right’ for a ballot on transfers to tenants actually revives the most discredited of all the Tories policies on council housing – so called Tenants Choice in the 1988 Act.Labour actually repealed this a few years ago. Tenant choice encouraged private landlords and housing companies to offer to take over council housing and Housing Action Trust housing if tenants would vote them in. Not one group of tenants chose this – as people said at the time the reputation of private landlords meant that no turkeys wanted to vote for Christmas. Yet Labour is actually reviving it.

The Bill offers the vague possibility of councils perhaps building a few houses as defined in Clause 68

‘homes provided for "social rent", a term which is not currently defined in law. It makes that definition by reference to a rent below the market rate (paragraph (b)) and rules for eligibility designed to ensure that it is occupied by people who cannot afford to buy or rent at market rate (paragraph (c)).

In other words only a few council houses and those houses will be allocated only on a financial, poverty means test. A betrayal of any idea of council houses fulfilling the role they did thirty years ago as fairly allocated mainstream housing helping employment. Labour’s own Hills Report in February actually identified the lack of mobility as a key failure of council housing. The government is simply ignoring this, labelling and stigmatising new tenants through means tests.

In Scotland the SNP government is proposing a programme which at least starts to address some of the issues
‘Ending the right to buy for new social housing: Whilst we recognise the popularity of the Right to Buy, the current pressure upon Government and social housing providers to improve supply means that the early loss of new properties may tend to work against achieving the full benefit of the proposals that we put forward elsewhere in this paper.

Therefore we propose ending the Right to Buy for new social housing properties, whether built by local authorities or RSLs (except for, for example, those tenants forced to move as a result of demolition or refurbishment programmes, whose rights could be protected). (p42 Firm Foundations October 2007)

This surely would be a better way of ‘protecting’ new build from early sale than a means test on tenants?

The Bill needs urgent amendments

· To freeze all transfers of council housing

· To end the Right to Buy, in the first instance to stop it on new properties and substantially improved ‘decent homes’

· To reject any tenant transfer ballot idea to smuggle in private landlords

· To challenge the new definition of housing for ‘social rent’ and to reject the means test

Labour MP’s should remember the widespread support for the Fourth Option amongst trade unions and delegates to Annual Conference and the apparent support for councils building for rent given by Gordon Brown. The Bill simply puts two fingers up to all those voters and organisations who believe this is the way forward, and to 4 million people who live in ‘social housing’ and are given very little hope that they are respected or count to this government dominated by property developers, banks, estate agents, builders, and private landlord interests.

