Stop the bullying in Tower Hamlets
My constituents come with a wide range of problems with one root cause – there is not enough genuinely affordable family housing. 

There is an answer to this problem: direct investment in council housing, including an emergency programme of council house building.  Sadly, this is not the direction that government policy is taking us. But people in Tower Hamlets are fighting hard to defend – and improve – council housing.

Our New Labour Council has presided over a shameful stock transfer policy with a disgraceful barrage of deception, half-truths and dirty tricks.  The Council uses all the propaganda at its disposal to tell tenants there isn’t enough money and that there is really no difference between RSL housing and council housing. They rip down posters, refuse tenants permission to hold meetings in public buildings, turn a blind eye to voting abuses, and smear anyone who argues against them. They can’t accept that there is another side to the argument.  

On the doorstep we tell tenants that, like the government, our Council is hiding money - at least £45 million that could be spent on their homes tomorrow. Another £100 million has been systematically siphoned out of Right to Buy receipts and used for non-housing projects including Town Hall computers. RSLs are not open, democratic or public organisations – councillors have been warned we may not even be allowed to raise enquiries about them!  We point out the differences in RSL tenancy agreements and rent levels. When tenants get the facts, they see through the vested interests and voted ‘No’ in six recent ballots.  

Now, in desperation, our Council suddenly wants an ALMO as a two-stage way of off-loading remaining housing stock. Experience shows that as with stock transfer, the democratic link between tenants, the Council and their homes is broken opening the way to full privatisation further down the road.

The Council is promoting a ‘vision’ for Tower Hamlets that would increasingly push council tenants to the margins – and possibly out of the borough.  They have a ten year plan that is explicitly promoting more private housing, with a large proportion of 1 and 2 bedroom flats crammed onto existing council estates.  

On the Ocean estate they want to demolish 15 blocks and build over 700 luxury private homes for sale at £300,000 each – we would end up with less housing for rent while our families suffer the worst overcrowding in Britain. On one estate transferred to Poplar HARCA in my ward families of two adults and two small children are in a bedsit.  The children are not learning to walk because there is no space.

I sit on the Strategic Planning Committee and we constantly receive applications that bear no relation to the real housing need in the borough. The Council’s objective is to dilute the amount of affordable rented housing and if possible, eliminate council housing all together. 

The effect would be to drive out working people – black, white and Bangladeshi – to make way for the rich and privileged.

Council housing is based on providing housing for all with no first or second class, no ghettos, or benefactors. We can all live side by side as equals. Rents can be afforded by those on low or medium income who can’t or don’t want to buy.

New Labour is besotted with home ownership, just like Margaret Thatcher was. It’s fine for people to buy their own homes but in Tower Hamlets 43% of households live on less than £10,000 a year.   There is no ownership ‘ladder’ for the majority.

We have reached a crisis-point and we cannot allow the government’s privatisation policies to destroy council housing. It was pioneered and fought for over generations, to provide housing that meets the real needs of the people. That’s what I was elected to defend, for the people of Tower Hamlets. 

Ahmed Hussain, RESPECT Councillor for Mile End East

