Labour Party supports ‘Fourth Option’

The scale and breadth of support for the ‘Fourth Option’ today demonstrates strong opposition to the government’s current policy on funding council housing. 

Few campaigns have so successfully brought together users of public services (council tenants), trade unions and elected councillors and MPs across all parties.

The limitation of ‘Choice’ for tenants has caused disquiet amongst core Labour voters. Opposition to the Tories privatisation dogma was one of the major reasons Labour was elected back in 1997 and there was a strong expectation that addressing years of under investment in council housing would be reversed. 

Many Labour Councillors have either been unprepared to follow the three current options that drive government policy, whereas others have done so very reluctantly. 

Conversations with Labour councillors in areas that followed LSVT show that many now deeply regret their decision as they struggle to try and make the new private companies accountable.  MPs have supported Early Day Motions and debates in Parliament in large numbers reflecting the importance of this issue in their constituencies. And now most major trade unions and the TUC are backing the campaign too.

For two years running, the Labour Party conference, the sovereign body of our party, has overwhelming passed motions supporting direct investment. The composite last year was declared ‘almost unanimous’ by the party chairman indicating that it had almost unprecedented support from Constituency Labour Parties, trade unions and affiliated organisations.

These votes raised an expectation amongst party members and affiliates. 

The National Executive Committee of the Labour Party recognised that to retain confidence in the Partnership in Power process conference motions couldn’t be ignored and that this issue must be addressed. The National Policy Forum set up a working group in February to address the terms of the 2005 conference motion and promised to report back to the next conference to feed proposals into the 2007 Comprehensive Spending Review.

It is a step forward but if the party wants it’s ‘listening’ and ‘talking’ initiatives to be considered legitimate then the working group must be allowed to address the detail of the two resolutions.  

Many Labour councillors who lost their seats, believe that investment in council housing played a significant role in last May’s local elections. 

A number of organisations have addressed the concrete measures needed to provide a ‘level playing field’ and pay for the ‘choice’ tenants want, which is for their council to carry out improvement direct. 

These are largely based on providing an ‘investment allowance’ first floated in the ODPM’s own blue skies review in 2002. 

An ‘investment allowance’ to provide additional finance would be funded by ring fencing all the income from tenants rents and capital receipts. 

The Audit Commission in their report ‘Financing Council Housing’, July 2005 suggested stopping the siphoning off mechanisms preventing many authorities carrying out improvements by allowing them to withdraw from the national Housing Revenue Account. 

This option is now being addressed by the DCLG pilot scheme involving six ‘excellent’ authorities. 

The Audit Commission also proposed “giving a specific focus on solutions for those authorities that currently rely heavily on the system” and called on government to "review the housing subsidy system". 

The Labour Housing Group, a Labour Party affiliate, has produced a discussion paper proposing a new ‘Retained Management Option’ funded by the ring fencing principle and made available to ‘good’ performing authorities who satisfy a number of specific criteria to make the funding effective and accountable.

There is strong support for government to treat councils and RSLs equally by writing off debt and providing gap funding in both cases - not just as an incentive to make privatisation viable. The issue of debt is a major driver for privatisation in many authorities in England and particularly in Scotland and Wales.

The case for investing in council housing has been well made: it is cheaper to build, manage and maintain than the alternatives. It makes no sense to divert public subsidy from the public to private sector as is currently happening.

It’s time the Labour government listened to the party and acted on the motions overwhelmingly passed at Labour’s conferences. 
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