Housing Policy Failures and the Rise of Extremism

The local election results saw the British National Party make significant electoral gains in specific parts of the country. BNP candidates were elected or polled over 25% of the vote in over 100 council wards. In order to confront and deal with this emerging threat we need to identify the material conditions that produce this extremism. In our locality- the London Borough of Barking and Dagenham- 12 BNP councillors were elected in May. The fundamental policy failure that has underpinned this extremism lies in the lack of provision low cost social housing in a borough built on the principle of socialised council housing.
The key forces at work which account for this extremism relate to extraordinary demographic shifts that have occurred against a legacy of poverty and sustained underinvestment in public services and infrastructure.

In terms of the take home pay of residents, the Borough has the lowest wage economy in greater London- alongside the lowest cost housing. Because of the later it has developed a magnetic pull for those in search of low cost private housing.

The state finances public services in the Borough on the basis of completely out of date census data- the population is expanding much faster than the state increases resources into the Borough. Many local residents perceive demographic change as actually reducing their own social wage- be this in terms of increased health inequalities, growing allocations lists and reduced access to council housing or even declining hourly wage rates as migration has triggered a rush to the bottom in terms and conditions at work.
As such, every issue of resource allocation in our Borough is seen by many as an issue of race- which becomes the proxy by which, for example, health, housing and wage inequalities are viewed. Demographic change occurs within a zero sum policy framework which undermines social cohesion.

The most acute politicisation or resources concerns that of housing. Yet it is considered through the prism of race rather than the reality of the systematic failure to provide low council housing so as to replenish that sold off. 
Twenty five years ago we had 40,000 council houses and flats in the Borough. Half has been sold off- the vast majority being houses. Pressures grow every day- 7,000 are on the waiting lists. Last year we had a duty to provide temporary accommodation to almost 700 households. Moreover, as we seek to upgrade our stock we will be decanting over 2,000 households and they have to go somewhere. 

The policy response should be self evident. We have the most brownfield land of any other London Borough. We have a working class community literally built on the principle of council housing; we have the fastest growing and fastest changing Borough in the Capital. Our historic role as a debt free authority means more rental income goes to the centre than returns to the Borough. We have an authority and a community desperate to build more council units for local people. We are the frontline in terms of the fight against fascism. All of these issues are inter-linked. All roads lead back to more council housing units. The present financial regime and strategy regarding nominations surrounding the Housing Corporation is actually making things worse by the day in our Borough.

It is 80 years since millions of working class people were given a lifeline by a Labour government when it passed the 1924 Housing Act setting up affordable council housing. A new lifeline is required so that our council can build new homes for rent without having to hand over their stock.    
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