
Ideology subverts social housing

All public housing, not just council housing, is now being condemned as ‘unfit’. Having rebranded council and housing association housing as a single tenure ‘social housing’, the next move is to claim that the system ‘isn’t working’ because it has a stigma with negative impact and breeds welfare dependency. The recent Smith Institute report on ‘rethinking social housing’ claims it must be terminated as part of the ‘proactive de-concentration of deprivation’ to revitalise neighbourhoods. 

Apparently renting from a public body of whatever kind, in contrast to private renting, is bad for both you and the economy. And as one academic recently claimed, it threatens national security because “local housing systems that are sorted by ethnicity as well as income can prove fertile ground for recruiting the disaffected to insecure causes” (Maclennan, Smith Institute, 2006).

New Labour has created the political space in which so-called ‘think tanks’ and consultants can develop and promote neoliberal ideas more freely. It is not only public ownership and provision which is trashed but the concept of social justice is being transformed into a narrow personalised asset-owning model.  Accordingly, they believe that home ownership must be widened with more rungs in the ladder. Right to buy should be converted into a ‘route to buy’ to accumulate value in the property to use as a deposit or buy elsewhere. Security of tenure should be abolished because it is ‘outdated’ and breeds dependency. A statutory obligation and national strategy would dismantle ‘social’ estates by ‘strategic open market sales’ with mixed ‘tenure fluid’ neighbourhoods. ‘Buy to let’ and the creation of a new small landlord culture is considered perfectly acceptable. Indeed, home ownership would be a key part of an asset-based welfare state with reliance on markets and market forces to determine the location, level and quality of services. Inheriting assets, not deprivation is their motto.

The economic rationale underpinning these New Labour ideas is highly dubious:

· soaring private indebtness is preferable to national public debt?

· individuals can manage recession and economic crises better than collective action?

· it is prudent, in a period of relative stability, to be oblivious to the economic cycle and to believe that high interest rates and hyperinflation can never return?

· we have to move, Blair has insisted, “from a welfare state that relieves poverty and provides basic services to one which offers high quality services and the opportunity for all” (my emphasis).

Of course these ideas are not confined to the housing sector. The government’s modernisation policies seek to transfer public assets and the running of schools, hospitals, council housing and leisure centres to arms length companies and trusts. Regeneration and economic development activities are following suit. The fact that the transfer of core services and functions would erode democratic accountability, transparency and the public interest is ignored.

Lack of an evidence base

Few if any of these policies are supported by tenants views or factual evidence. The modernisation agenda has paid scant regard to evidence with policies being mainstreamed before pilots and pathfinders have been evaluated. Instead, ideology and values dominate their policy making process.

New Labour’s plans are rooted in their belief that:

· Competition drives down costs.

· The private sector is more efficient than the public sector.

· Competition helps to limit producer power (by which they mean trade union power).

· Individual choice in public services will improve the quality of services.

· It is essential to provide choice for the middle class who will otherwise opt out of public services, which will be reduced to residualised services.

· Choice will reduce inequality because market forces are a more equalising mechanism than political voice, which the middle classes have traditionally used to benefit most from public services.

· Local authorities and public bodies should be restricted to commissioning in order to create the space for the private sector to develop more innovative ways of delivering services.

This is despite mounting evidence that policies based on these beliefs will fundamentally damage public services and the welfare state. 

A whole new body of words and phrases have been developed to mask and conceal the real impact of modernisation policies and to impose new business values. Commissioning, contestability, competition, choice, care brokers, personalisation and ‘offers’ litter the modernisation agenda language. 

The so-called ‘independent’ sector is dominated by private companies yet it is used as a means of trying to politically neutralise the impact of the transfer of services to the private sector. Similarly, the encouragement of social enterprises and ‘community providers’ in criminal justice, education, and other services serves the same function. Those promoting the marketisation of public service and privatisation resort to denials and half-truths that they are neither creating markets nor privatising services.

Neoliberalism

These ideas are not new, nor do they describe a new type of modernisation. They are rooted in neoliberalism, a conservative economic philosophy. Neoliberalism assumes globalisation as a positive force which facilitates the free flow of money, goods, services and labour. Markets are believed to be the best way of allocating resources and organising the economy. It also requires the state to regulate and procure from other providers using market mechanisms in education, health, housing and social care. 

Reconfiguring the role of the state requires withdrawal from public provision, hence the importance of privatisation. Consumerism, individualism and self-interest are prioritised leading to the erosion of public and collective interest. 

Remember why council housing is important

Council housing is a tenure which provides affordable housing to meet social needs. It meets people’s need and desire to rent rather than own a home. The vast majority of existing tenants want to remain council tenants. Like everyone else, they want better living conditions and more social facilities. In the past council housing provided for general housing needs of the population and could have a wider role again if revitalised with local authorities given the freedom and resources to invest.

The cost of council housing is collectivised, shared between all tenants in the same way as the NHS and education. This is a basic economic and political principle which makes economic sense and is a foundation of the modern welfare state. Direct democratic accountability to local government is far superior in the long term to management controlled arms length companies and quangos. 
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