Wales fights stock transfer
THE BLAIR GOVERNMENT wants councils in Wales to privatise their housing stock. Up to now the Welsh Assembly has been unenthusiastic – the No Vote in Wrexham and clear indications from other areas show that tenants are overwhelmingly opposed. But the Welsh government has now bowed to pressure. However, housing stock transfer is so discredited that the Welsh Assembly has attempted to disguise the policy by introducing a new fancy wrapper for it, calling it a 'Community Housing Mutual'. 

Regardless of what promoters may claim, the transfer of council housing to a Community Housing Mutual is still privatisation. Housing associations in Wales have traditionally been small and local. The indications are that the culture of mergers and takeovers, already rife in the sector in England, are starting to appear in Wales. Newtown Housing Association became the first RSL in Wales to be put under statutory investigation in autumn 2002 and was then taken over by Newydd Housing Association. (Inside Housing 14 Nov 2005)  

The Chief Executives of the biggest Welsh RSLs earn in the £90K range despite the small size of the companies. On average they earn over twice as much per home than their English counterparts. (£23.11 per home per year compared to £10.49, see Social Housing, January 2005) 

They claim the difference with the ‘Community Housing Mutual Model’ is that it’s like a co-op and all tenants will automatically become shareholders. Wild claims are made that this will empower tenants. But giving tenants ‘shares’ won’t make a blind bit of difference to the outcome. Tenants in a community mutual will only have the right to elect the tenant board members; won’t be able to amend the constitution; and no resolution can be passed by a majority of tenant board members. (CHMM rule set, Cobbetts Solicitors 2002).

A report into Community Mutual for the Welsh Assembly Government found that CHM organisations differed from genuine housing co-operatives in three key ways:

1 Community Mutuals will be much larger 

2 Most decisions in the CHM will be made by senior managers, so “the CHM may not offer significantly greater participation for tenants”.

3 real co-operatives emerge from the ‘bottom up’ not the ‘top down’. The CHM, on the other hand, is imposed by national policy

(Housing, Mutuality and Community Renewal: a review of the evidence and its relevance to stock transfer in Wales, Sept 2004)

A secret report by the Audit Office found that the new landlord in Bridgend, the one Welsh authority to privatise its homes, was “unimpressive” in six out of eight areas investigated:

“Stock condition is poor; Performance for the completion of repairs is weak and deteriorating;… The association is not answerable to residents for the quality of services provided;… It does not ensure those housed are fairly selected;… The partnership between the association and council is ineffective” (Glamorgan Gazette, 25/05/06)

Tenants know that council housing has not been perfect but they also realise that for decades it has been essential in providing secure affordable homes. Only six (out of 21) Welsh councils have so far chosen to pursue transfer and most of these face considerable opposition. A survey of 1,000 Wrexham tenants found that they are now more fervently anti-transfer than at the time of the council’s no vote. (Inside Housing 5 Oct 2005)

In areas which have chosen to pursue stock transfer, local tenants, unions and councillors are coming together to fight the plans. Despite the one sided propaganda put out by the local council, the campaign in Swansea is growing fast amongst tenants with broad cross party support. The tactics used to transfer homes are shocking. Local councillor Ray Welsby was dismissed from his position as chair of the Cabinet Advisory Committee for Housing for not supporting stock transfer - even though he was elected by his constituents for his manifesto pledge to retain and improve existing housing stock. 

Tenants in Wales pay £450 million a year in rent. We expect that that money will be spent on our homes, but in fact only £250 million is allowed for management and maintenance and £100 million for major repairs. This means that nearly £100 million pounds is robbed by the government every year. 

The UK treasury is prepared to spend millions of pounds to write off housing debt if we agree to transfer, and on top of this the Welsh Assembly Government is prepared to make ‘dowry’ payments to the new landlords as well. This is outrageous. 
Tenants, the Welsh TUC and most major unions have recently produced a Wales DCH newspaper to put the case against privatisation. 100,000 copies are being distributed on estates and we plan a series of public meetings in all areas. 

We demand that the government listen to what tenants, unions and elected politicians are all saying: give councils a level playing field and funding to provide decent, affordable, secure and accountable council housing in Wales.
Paul Lynch, secretary Swansea Defend Council Housing
