Council housing, a public service that has served several generations well, is facing a new ideological attack. 

The Smith Institute recently published a pamphlet ‘Rethinking Social Housing’ which argued that ‘social housing’ just increases dependency and says that social housing should just be a temporary or fallback measure.
Is it coincidental that Ruth Kelly, head of the new Department of Communities and Local Government, has also instigated an ‘independent review’ on what role social housing can play in 21st Century housing policy and who social housing should be for?
As well as bullying both local authorities and tenants into accepting privatisation through stock transfer, ALMOs and PFI Ministers are now encouraging council housing to be viewed as ‘housing of last resort’ and actively promoting home ownership as the alternative to aspire to.

But why are any of these things considered an improvement and whose interests are being served by constantly promoting private as good and public as bad?

Council housing has served generations well, providing decent, low cost housing with a high level of security and a landlord accountable through the ballot box. 

The problems faced by council housing today are overwhelmingly driven by the underinvestment by which successive government’s have deprived local authorities of the ability to improve and build homes to provide people in need with secure tenancies and lower rents.

Despite the problems there is still a real demand and a clear need. Nearly 3 million council tenants and the 1.5 million households on council waiting lists want additional investment to improve council homes and estates. It also makes economic sense as council housing is cheaper to build, manage and maintain than the alternatives.

If Ministers genuinely want mixed communities we need to get away from the idea that council housing is only there for the most desperate. Council homes have provided homes fit for heroes that skilled workers on good wages have been proud to live and raise their families in.

Having a strong public housing sector is essential. Market madness in housing is not only causing real financial hardship but also distorting the economy. Personal debt is at its highest ever level and housing is taking a greater share of household income than ever before. 

More and more people with a mortgage on average and middle incomes wake up each morning worrying whether a rise in interest rates or announcement 

of redundancies will bring their dream of owning a home to an end. The threat is real enough: 115, 352 mortgage repossession proceedings were issued in 2005, a jump of 48% on 2004. (Guardian July 17, 2006)

Desperate to achieve new targets in home ownership Ministers have enthusiastically promoted a series of high profile shared equity schemes, but even subsidies for ‘key workers’ aren’t enough to bridge the ‘affordability’ gap.

In fact, some London Housing Associations have recently had to sell key worker homes on the open market because their intended audience couldn’t afford to buy them. 
Research published by the Council of Mortgage Lenders found that people believe the “top rewards of home ownership are in its investment value and its security”. (Understanding demand for home ownership; aspirations, risks and rewards, Jackie Smith, CML Summer 2004). Government help for people to find investment opportunities does nothing to address housing need (in fact it is argued subsidies just increase house price inflation) and investment to provide more ‘secure tenancies’ in first class council housing would offer greater security than the precarious position currently being faced by a growing number of mortgage payers.  

Furthermore, those that struggle to get onto the housing ladder will face repossession if interest rates rise or unemployment grows.

Home ownership is not an option for those people in greatest housing need. 
Our priority should be to make available high standard, quality homes at reasonable rents, not create investment and profit opportunities for business and drive up the over-inflated property market.
Despite successive government’s attempts to end it, there is a reason why council housing still exists – it fulfils a vital need in society and has served generations well. 
We have to invest in decent, affordable, secure and accountable council housing – not continue diverting public subsidies to sell privatisation and home ownership.
Amicus supports a Fourth Option for council house funding – for councils to be allowed to raise money in the same way as private companies and housing associations.

This funding option was voted on and won overwhelming support at last year’s Labour Conference and we expect our Labour government to implement the party’s policy. 
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