Let’s Save Council Housing

Labour’s 2005 manifesto made a clear commitment, that "By 2010 we will ensure that all social tenants benefit from a decent, warm home with modern facilities."   

It did not say we would kill off council housing in the process. But disastrously, and dishonestly for our party, there are some who want to turn that carrot into a big bad stick.

Ruth Kelly, the new Minister for the new Department for Communities and Local Government, has asked Professor John Hills to conduct an open ended review into ‘the role of social housing in the 21st century’. Ruth said ‘We must be open to debate and discussion – recognising risks but also welcoming opportunities.’ (Ruth Kelly MP, 20 June 2006). She’s right. Let’s think anew.
Instead of doing that the Smith Institute, with their ‘Rethinking social housing’ crudely argues that a ‘secure tenancy’ for life encourages ‘dependency’ and should be scrapped. Rubbish. The people who usually wrap their neo liberal proposals in the language of ‘choice’ are now nakedly arguing that government should be pushing everyone into home ownership.

Like the Fabian pamphlet ‘Transfer of Affections’, written by Jeff Zitron which argued government should transfer all council homes without balloting tenants, this new collection of articles is meant to polarise the debate to the right. 
The aim of these doctrinaires is to drive through another major attack on council housing against the unprecedented alliance of council tenants, trade unions and elected councillors, MPs, AMs and MSPs across all parties.

The battle is hotting up. There are still almost 3 million council tenants across the UK, despite unimaginable bullying and blackmailing of tenants to accept one of the government’s three privatisation options of stock transfer, PFI or arms length management companies (ALMOs). Many tenants have rejected privatisation or are actively fighting proposals in their area. Some 98 English local authorities have already formally decided to retain their council homes with the support of their tenants, along with a majority in Wales and Scotland. 

So despite the propaganda onslaught and the underinvestment, there is growing awareness that council housing is an essential part of the comprehensive welfare state, the envy of working people across the world.  The privatisers are losing the argument. 

Nowhere are tenants enthusiastic for privatisation. It  only ever goes through because tenants have been conned or bullied into thinking that it’s the only way to get improvements to their homes. 

Labour Party conference has voted by overwhelming majorities two years running for a change of policy. Under this pressure, the Labour Party National Policy Forum set up a working group to address the 2005 conference motion which ‘calls on government to provide the ‘fourth option’ of direct investment to council housing as a matter of urgency’. That working group must lead to a change in policy not push the debate into the sidings.

The debate is not going away. The financial case for direct investment and the ‘Fourth Option’ is clear. If all the money that belongs to council housing is reinvested then council homes and estates can be improved by councils, which is what tenants want. 

So called  ‘not for profit’ Registered Social Landlords are making massive surpluses, providing big pay rises for senior managers and consultants and profits for the banks. Tenants pay with less security, higher rents and charges and lose any means of holding their landlord to account. Increasingly RSLs are asset stripping estates and selling off land to build lucrative private homes. 

Back in June we cautiously welcomed Ruth Kelly’s new discussion paper. Ministers were forced to address widespread condemnation of the current housing finance system (including sharp criticism from their own Audit Commission watchdog) that sees the Treasury siphoning money out of council housing. Kelly’s department also announced a pilot scheme to allow good performing councils to opt out of the national housing revenue account and so keep all their rental income and capital receipts. 

That’s a start .But there are better mechanisms to provide a ‘level playing field’ and solve this problem. The old ODPM itself floated the formula of a new ‘investment allowance’ to fund improvements. The House of Commons Council Housing group, recognising the Treasury argument about linking additional public investment to performance, suggested government set up a ‘Continual Improvement Task Force’ to help councils. The Labour Housing Group has produced new proposals for a ‘Retained Management Option’ based on ringfencing council housing’s income and inviting good performing councils to bid for additional money from it. 

The government’s discussion paper had a more council housing friendly tone but its punch line was negative. Ruth Kelly specifically announced she was proposing to deny tenants who have rejected privatisation any choice by ‘making this the last bidding round within the decent homes programme’.

That’s unacceptable. The government was elected on a commitment to improving the standard of council housing. The future of council housing was a key issue in many areas during the last local elections. Government can’t credibly offer tenants a choice and then ignore the outcome. They can’t break manifesto commitments and still expect to get re-elected.

The new mantra attempts to sell ‘home ownership’ as the aspiration for everyone and the solution to the growing housing crisis. But there is not only a major problem with affordability (even costly subsidised shared ownership schemes for key workers fail to bridge the gap) but many people prefer to rent a home. Shelter found that 72% of those in housing need put ‘affordability’ and a secure neighbourhood above ‘ownership’ in their list of priorities.

This pamphlet, in a wide range of voices, sets out the case for council housing in 21C Britain – for the benefit of existing tenants, their children and the 1.5 million families on council waiting lists. 

It is put together without the resource (from rents and taxes) available to those seeking to get rid of council housing but it is  the voice of reason and a treasury of facts and arguments to defend one of our key public services. Read it and fight back. Because unlike the government’s self serving lies.it’s the truth.

Austin Mitchell MP is chair of the House of Commons Council Housing group of MPs

